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ABSTRACT 
 This project is a practical theological response to the so-called "rise of 
fundamentalism" and its extreme inverse—uncritical progressivism—in 
contemporary Orthodoxy within the United States. The dissertation argues that it 
is possible, and even traditional, for contemporary Orthodox communities to 
shape their religious practices in a manner that addresses fundamental needs in 
the present, without relying or insisting upon contextually inappropriate 
practices. Drawing on the so-called Christian practices approach to practical 
theology as found in the writings of Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra and the 
theology, spirituality, and mysticism of the Christian East—as exemplified by the 
writings of Maximus the Confessor—this project cultivates four critical lenses that 
contemporary Orthodox Christian communities can employ as they begin to 
  
  vii 
explore the possibility of adapting traditional practices and incorporating 
innovative practices into their existing way of life. In order to concretize such an 
endeavor, this project includes a case study of the Communities at New Skete. In 
their own unique way, they have adapted their monastic life to meet their 20th and 
21st century circumstances. Notably, they have engaged in a reform and renewal 
of the inherited liturgical tradition to meet not only their own needs, but also those 
of the Orthodox Church here in the United States. Additionally, and more 
significantly, they have allowed other spontaneously-arising activities to shape 
their way of life. For this latter point, the project focuses on the way that their dog 
breeding and training program has functionally become a spiritual practice for the 
monks and nuns. Their example can help contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities consider the ways in which activities, which arise naturally in their 
own contexts, similarly function as spiritual or religious practices. In doing so, 
these communities can cultivate a contextually appropriate Orthodoxy, without 
falling into the trap of fundamentalist thought. This project will contribute to 
ongoing conversations around Christian practices, and to research at the 
intersection of practical theology and spirituality studies.  
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INTRODUCTION: 
 
“Behold I Make All Things New”: Contemporary Orthodox Christianity and 
the Challenge of  an Uncritical Perspective on Tradition 
  
 
Must a practice, or a complex of practices, continue in a form consistent 
with its historical performance to be considered traditional? Can communities 
adapt the form in which they perform traditional—that is, received—practices, in 
a way that is consistent with the ethos (phrónēma)1 of a tradition? Can communities 
innovate through the incorporation of practices that do not arise from the historical 
tradition into their way of life? What models are there of such endeavors? These 
                                               
1 Phrónēma is defined as a “thought, purpose, will…either in good or bad sense.” 
Henry George Liddell et al., A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 1956. 
The word comes from Phrónēo, which is defined, “to be minded, either of reflection or of 
purpose...have understanding, be wise, prudent...to be wise in respect of the most important 
matters...think rightly…feel by experience, know full well…to be high-minded, have high 
thoughts, to be high-spirited…to be in possession of one’s senses.” Liddell et al, A Greek-English 
Lexicon, 1955–1956. 
This is a term often found in used in popular Orthodox vernacular to describe a 
spiritual ethos that gives rise to particular a way of being, acting, and thinking about a 
personal and communal Christian life. The term was use frequently in the midst of 
conversation with the members of the Communities at New Skete—which is subject of the 
case study presented in chapters 4 and 5. It is important to note that there is a phrónēma of 
a tradition, like the Orthodox Christian tradition, and a phrónēma of a local community.  
Both will be shown to impact the form that a practice can take and the purpose for which 
it is performed.  Neither may determine a new telos or aim without altering the theological 
perspective of the tradition. 
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questions could have many responses. The perspectives within a community in no 
small way determines the answers to these questions. Inasmuch as responding to 
these inquiries could result in far too broad a conversation, it is necessary to 
narrow the scope. In the case of this project, it is necessary to choose a 
perspective—or, rather, a tradition—from which one can begin to answer these 
questions. Eastern Orthodoxy, in its contemporary manifestations, is primed for 
such an exploration.2 What might an Eastern Orthodox response to these questions 
be? Perhaps it might be better to ask: What might some Eastern Orthodox 
responses be?  
Mapping the Topography of Contemporary Orthodox Christianity  
Contemporary expressions of Orthodox Christianity vary slightly 
depending on context—cultural, ethnic, demographics, etc. While a popular 
perspective amongst many Orthodox Christians is that there is little variance in 
terms of the theology and practice from one Orthodox community to the next, in 
reality there is greater variety in thought and activity than these (reductionist) 
claims.  Notable amongst these variations are the ways in which communities 
                                               
2 See below for more clarity as to why it is “primed for such an exploration.”  
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understand and embody continuity with the past. This is the reality to which this 
project seeks to respond.  
An important issue in contemporary Orthodox Christian thought, that 
shapes this conversation, is the rise or prevalence of an uncritical understanding 
of  what it means to be traditional within the Church. In essence, this shapes the 
response to the question: How do individuals and communities remain faithful to 
their tradition? Some can tend towards conservative or preservationist responses 
to this question—understanding it to be essential to adhere strictly to the past with 
little consideration of the present context. Others still have taken some liberty in 
how they understand tradition.  These perspectives do not constitute problems in 
themselves, but without a critical eye they can lead to some dire situations within 
the church—or any institution for that matter. The topography of contemporary 
Orthodox Christianity exists on this spectrum of conservation of the past and 
liberality for the sake of the present context. Perspectives vary within communities 
and even individuals on this same spectrum—usually depending on the issue.  
A Contemporary Concern within the Orthodox Church 
In recent years, there have been several Orthodox scholars and pastors who 
have begun to engage with what they perceive as the rise of fundamentalist 
thought in the contemporary Orthodox Church. One such voice is George 
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Demacopoulos, a professor of historical theology and the Co-Director of the 
Orthodox Christian Studies Center at Fordham University. He has been an 
outspoken proponent of the claim that there has been a rise in fundamentalist 
perspectives in contemporary Orthodox Christianity. He defines Orthodox 
fundamentalism as a “[reduction of] all theological teaching to a subset of 
theological axioms and then measures the worthiness of others according to 
them.”3 Such axioms without a doubt arise from within the tradition, particularly 
in the writings of the Fathers of the Church. He further clarifies his point by 
suggesting that the “intellectual error” of such thought is “the presupposition that 
the Church Fathers agreed on all theological and ethical matters.”4 
Conversely, some others have made a point to respond to these concerns 
both in writing and in public forums. Fr. John Whiteford offered several rebuttals 
to Demacopoulos’ Op-ed blog for the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America. In 
the first of these, he took a generally defensive stance with several ad hominem 
rebuffs, but managed to state clearly some of the major talking points of a more 
                                               
3  See George E. Demacopoulos, "Orthodox Fundamentalism - Blog - Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese Blog," Home - Greek Orthodox Archdiocese Blog, January 9, 2015, 
accessed August 29, 2018, https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/orthodox-
fundamentalism. 
4 Demacopoulos, “Orthodox Fundamentalism.” 
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conservative/traditionalist perspective.5 Elsewhere, Whiteford offers a lengthier, 
well-researched response to Demacopoulos, though it still holds a defensive 
posture with a combative tone.6 As with the other blog, Whiteford provides a well-
constructed presentation of his perspective—likely shared by others as well. Most 
significant in these two blog posts was Whiteford’s pushback against the term 
fundamentalism. While he does argue that there is extremism present in the 
Church, he does not agree with the use of the term fundamentalism—suggesting 
that Demacopoulos has an a-historical understanding of the term. 
For this reason, it is important to clarify here how the term fundamentalism 
is used in relation to its suggested presence in contemporary Orthodox 
Christianity. If Whiteford’s response is any indication, the term itself likely evokes 
a breadth of ideas and understandings. Nevertheless, the way it is used in the 
contemporary debate is actually quite narrow—its use in contemporary 
scholarship on religious fundamentalism.  
                                               
5 John Whiteford, "Fr. John Whiteford's Commentary and Reflections," Response 
to "Orthodox Fundamentalism" by George Demacopoulos, January 01, 2015, accessed 
August 29, 2018, http://fatherjohn.blogspot.com/2015/02/response-to-orthodox-
fundamentalists-by.html. 
6 John Whiteford, "Fundamental Errors: A Response to "Tradition Without 
Fundamentalism" by George Demacopoulos | Fr. John Whiteford," Orthodox Ethos, 
March 18, 2017, accessed August 29, 2018, https://orthodoxethos.com/post/fundamental-
errors-a-response-to-tradition-without-fundamentalism-by-george-demacopoulos. 
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Borrowing the defining features proffered by George Demacopoulos, 
fundamentalism in contemporary Orthodox Christianity is characterized by: 1) 
“Belief in foundation text inerrancy,” particularly the Bible and the “Church 
Fathers”—as a nebulous cluster of writings, often without specific reference 2) 
“Rejection of modernity and especially those aspects of modern science that 
appear to contradict core religious beliefs”—along with “the demonization of 
intellectualism and/or academic theology” 3) “Creation, or exaggeration, of 
artificial distinctions between traditional and liberal views and practices”—
including “equating of ecumenism with heresy”4) “A militant rejection of fellow 
believers who fail to see the threat of modernity or liberalism” 5) The creation of 
innovative pastoral and theological practices designed to preserve an imagined 
tradition that never actually happened or existed 6) “The imposition of legalisms 
or litmus tests to evaluate whether or not individuals are members of the 
community” 7) “The replacement of faith with certainty.”7 
                                               
7  These characteristics were offered by Demacopoulos in the midst of several 
public lectures and interviews on this topic. The list as it is presented here is adapted from 
the transcript of a lecture at the Eagle River Institute posted as a podcast on Ancient Faith 
Radio—an Orthodox internet radio station with listeners from a wide range of 
perspectives. George Demacopoulos, comment on "Tradition Without 
Fundamentalism," Ancient Faith Ministries (audio blog), March 2, 2017, accessed January 
18, 2019, https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/everydaytheology/tradition_without_ 
fundamentalism.  
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Counterbalancing Demacopoulos’ characteristics of fundamentalism in 
Orthodoxy, one must also acknowledge the possibility of uncritical thought in the 
inverse—an uncritical progressivism, perhaps. It would go beyond the scope of 
this project to speculate too much about what the characteristics of such 
perspectives might be. Instead, this author simply suggests that an inverse 
extreme can exist when an individual or community uncritically rejects aspects of 
tradition that are in conflict with contemporary sensibilities.  
Using these concepts, it is possible to create a general schema to 
differentiate between extremes at both ends of the spectrum. One caveat to begin, 
however, to avoid the polarizing quality of terms like fundamentalism and 
progressivism, this project will avoid their use unless directly noted by a cited 
author. Instead the spectrum of perspectives that this schema identifies will be 
demarcated by two extremes—an uncritical conservative or liberal perspective on 
tradition. Again this project will narrow the scope to look at a model by which 
contemporary Orthodox communities and their members might consider the 
relationship between tradition and present practice without falling into one of 
these extremes. This can allow for a response to the larger questions at hand in this 
project.  
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Before moving forward too far, it is important to qualify all of this with the 
caveat that there have been efforts to think critically about practice in the Eastern 
Christian tradition, but they can be met with hostility from some of the more 
conservative membership of the Church. In his essay, “Four Types of “Orthopraxy 
among Orthodox Christians in America,” Anton Vrame notes that there are those 
who would seek varying degrees of adaptation or innovation in practice—
particularly those who ascribe to what he terms “reform” and “reconstructionist” 
Orthopraxy.8 Vrame also notes that there are two other models of Orthopraxy in 
the American context—“Traditional” and “Ultraconservative/Fundamentalist” 
Orthopraxy.9 Vrame has stated openly that the former perspectives (“reform” and 
“reconstructionist”) are met with suspicion and at times hostility by those who are 
in favor of preserving the forms of the past (“Traditional” and 
“Ultraconservative/Fundamentalist”). While the schema that Vrame produces is 
helpful in imaging the broad spectrum of understandings of praxis within the 
contemporary American Orthodox context, it does not attempt to offer a 
                                               
8  Anton Vrame, "Four Types of "Orthopraxy" among Orthodox Christians in 
America," in Thinking Through Faith: New Perspectives from Orthodox Christian Scholars, eds. 
Aristotle Papanikolaou and Elizabeth Prodromou (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 2008), 279-304.  
9 Vrame, "Four Types of Orthopraxy,” 279-304. 
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normative response for which is more properly “Orthodox.” His silence on the 
matter speaks to the challenge that such a task poses.  
A Brief Account of the Conversation around Tradition and Practice in the 
Contemporary Orthodox Church 
The discussion around what constitutes traditional expressions of 
Orthodoxy in the present certainly reflects aspects of the lived Orthodox 
Christianity in various concrete contexts, however, the primary location of the 
broader conversation about what it means to be traditional versus fundamentalist 
within Orthodoxy has taken place in academic environs and on the internet. While 
there are many engaged in scholarly research around this topic, these 
conversations are often between experts in very narrow fields of study and often 
inaccessible to the average Orthodox Christian. However, “internet 
Orthodoxy”10—as it is sometimes called (usually with a negative connotation and 
referencing the more conservative perspectives online)—is a very live space in the 
contemporary world, allowing greater access to discussions on a wide range of 
topics.  
                                               
10 There is an online presence of individuals and groups that intentionally and at 
times systematically engage in debate around topics related to the Orthodox Church, its 
theology, spirituality, and practice.  
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The broad spectrum of positions noted in the previous section is alive and 
well within the confines of “internet Orthodoxy.” There are those which tend 
towards a stricter adherence to historical language and forms. These are also the 
voices which some more moderate and progressive voices within Orthodox might 
call fundamentalist—rightly or wrongly.  
At the other end of the spectrum there are online forums that tend towards 
more openness to critical reflection. In response to the more conservative websites 
and blogs11, there have been several websites that have emerged to offer—what 
these forums regard as—a more balanced and historical reading of the Orthodox 
tradition—although these outlets are sometimes accused of being too modernist, 
liberal, or progressive, even by more moderate Orthodox Christians. One example 
is www.publicorthodoxy.org, the web blog of the Center for Orthodox Christian 
Studies Center at Fordham University. While the blog itself serves as a host to a 
number of perspectives, there have been several articles that have directly 
challenged some of the more uncritically traditionalist perspectives within 
contemporary Orthodoxy—some going as far as calling out fundamentalist 
thought in the Church.  
                                               
11  For example, see, "OrthodoxNet Blog," Home, November 08, 2018, accessed 
November 12, 2018, https://www.orthodoxytoday.org/blog/.   
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Unsurprisingly, given the nature of the environs in which such 
conversations are taking place, there have also been several pointed written and 
public attacks on the website, noting that much of its content is contradictory to 
the received tradition. Note here that like their more conservative counterparts, 
these websites have their critics from moderate voices within contemporary 
Orthodoxy, highlighting the ill-defined nature of this conversation. For example, 
Fr. John Parker, Dean of St. Tikhon’s Theological Seminary (under the jurisdiction 
of the Orthodox Church in America) has been an outspoken critic of what some 
deem as liberal Orthodoxy in America—exemplified by websites like Public 
Orthodoxy, blogs like Orthodoxy in Dialogue, and publications like The Wheel. He 
publicly offered critique of the tendency for these platforms to promote what 
many believe are incorrect—even heretical—teachings that are not consistent with 
the historical perspective of the Orthodox Church—particularly about sexuality 
and gender. 12  Meanwhile, the platforms addressed Parker’s remarks have 
                                               
12 Excerpt from these remarks, delivered at the Digital Media and Orthodox Pastoral 
Care conference on the Island of Crete in June of 2018 can be found at orthodoxytoday.org. 
See, John Parker, "Public Orthodoxy, Orthodoxy in Dialogue, The Wheel = Wolves in 
Sheep's Clothing," Orthodoxy Today, November 08, 2018, accessed November 12, 2018, 
https://www.orthodoxytoday.org/blog/2018/10/public-orthodoxy-orthodoxy-in-
dialogue-the-wheel-wolves-in-sheeps-
clothing/?fbclid=IwAR38tNz_KvvEZfCPijJWr0ZQPIpeZaR_wosaL9Y6REhz86gQTABHd
0SJ6EI. 
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published several significant Op-eds, blog posts, and articles on topics related to 
gender and sexuality. These platforms seek to engage in open dialogue with 
contemporary culture in order to critically reflect on the doctrines and practices of 
the Orthodox Church today. They do not all offer definitive articulations that 
would oppose more traditional teachings of the Orthodox Church, but they do 
welcome thoughtful dialogue.13  
While the debate between these divergent perspectives tends to revolve 
around more politically or socially charged issues—such as LGBTQ topics and the 
role of women in the Orthodox Church—there is an underlying concern around 
the idea of change, which can extend into practice. Rather than engaging directly 
                                               
13  See for example, Brandon Gallaher, "Tangling with Orthodox Tradition in the 
Modern West: Natural Law, Homosexuality, and the Living Tradition," The Wheel 13/14 
(Spring 2018): 51-63; Christos Yannaras, “Church and Sexuality” The Wheel 13/14 (Spring 
2018): 72-82; Vasileios Thermos, “The Orthodox Church, Sexual Orientation, and Gender 
Identity: From Embarrassment to Vocation” The Wheel 13/14 (Spring 2018): 83-90; Aristotle 
Papanikolaou, “Sex, Marriage, and Theosis” The Wheel 13/14 (Spring 2018): 91-97; Bradley 
Nassif, “Sexuality and the Orthodox Church” The Wheel 13/14 (Spring 2018): 98-105; 
Marjorie Corbman, Steven Payne, and Gregory Tucker, “Jesus Christ and Same-Sex 
Marriage” The Wheel 13/14 (Spring 2018): 106-116. See also, Bradley Nassif, "The Holy 
Trinity and Same-Sex Marriage," Public Orthodoxy, May 16, 2018, accessed November 12, 
2018, https://publicorthodoxy.org/2017/08/22/trinity-and-gay-marriage/; Giacomo 
Sanfilippo, "Conjugal Friendship," Public Orthodoxy, May 11, 2018, accessed November 
12, 2018, https://publicorthodoxy.org/2017/05/02/conjugal-friendship/; Ashley Purpura, 
"Beyond the Binary: Hymnographic Constructions of Orthodox Gender," Public 
Orthodoxy, November 10, 2017, accessed November 12, 2018, 
https://publicorthodoxy.org/2017/11/03/orthodox-hymnography-gender-binary/. 
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in this ongoing debate, this project seeks to provide a model of discernment that 
both sides can employ as they consider what is essential about practice and what 
is superfluous. It also shifts the focus to the important question: Can change be 
traditional?  
Narrowing the Scope: This is Not a Theory of Change 
One of the concerns of this project is the ways that Christian communities 
engage in the process of change. As such, this places the project in the midst of the 
ongoing conversation around theories of change. There is a growing volume of 
literature on theories of change, a particularly relevant extension of this topic is 
how thinking intentionally about theories of change can shape religious 
communities. Such conversations emerge, in part, out of research into institutional 
and transformational leadership and development within religious communities. 
Additionally, there have been some efforts draw from discussions around 
theories—even theologies—of change in Christian communities. For example, 
there have been some efforts by the Fuller Youth Institute in recent years to 
understand why Christian communities and their members resist change. Their 
work, although centered on youth and young adult ministry, has far-reaching 
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implications. Examples of this work can be found this the writings of Kara Powell 
and Chap Clark.14 
Although this project certainly finds resonance with the conversations 
around theories or even theologies of change, it is not itself positioned entirely 
within them. This is due in part to the nature of contemporary Orthodoxy, the 
tradition which shapes this project, and to which it is first and foremost addressed. 
Change is not something that comes easily to the minds and hearts of many 
contemporary Orthodox Christians. This project, in a way, is means of opening 
minds and softening the hearts of those less-inclined to think critically about the 
practices that shape a way of life, in order to ready those also less-inclined to think 
deeply about change as a possibility. This means that this project is more a 
theological argument that change—at least as adaptation and innovation in 
practice—is possible and even natural to Christian life. This then paves the way 
for the deeper conversations about establishing a theory or theology of change that 
works for Orthodoxy in subsequent scholarly work.  
                                               
14 See for example, Kara E. Powell and Chap Clark, Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to 
Build Lasting Faith in Your Kids (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011); Kara E. 
Powell, Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People Discover and Love Your 
Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2016). 
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Bass and Dykstra, who will be primary conversation partners with 
contemporary Orthodoxy throughout this project, have already done the work of 
justifying adaptation and innovation through their research into Christian 
practices. This project, does not approach their work through the language 
common to conversations around theories of change, but it is clear to see that their 
work bears within it a model by which communities can engage in a dynamic and 
transformational process of change—and is really an argument for it. Despite these 
connections, this project will refrain, out of necessity, from extending itself into the 
ongoing conversation around Christian theories of change.  
Plotting a Course: Change and Contemporary Orthodoxy 
Needless to say, with its ability to track its relative continuity to the ancient 
Church well—particular in its Eastern Christian expressions—change does not 
come easy to the Orthodox Church, both historically and in the present age. The 
debate in academic circles and online speak to two responses to the question: Does 
the Church change? 15  Or rather: Is the capacity to change consistent with 
Tradition? The answer to this question shapes the response in practice. A 
community or individual that understands tradition as a handing down of an 
                                               
15  In this context, Church refers to the contemporary Orthodox Church as an 
inheritor of the traditions of the historical Christian East.  
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unchanged tradition that must be kept pristine and unblemished might respond 
“no.” However, this “no” is nuanced. It could mean that communities must think 
and act as though they are living in a bygone era—perhaps even under siege by 
the evils of modernity or postmodernity. Another could argue that there are 
degrees of change that happen—certainly communities need not proceed rigidly 
adhering to the past—but preserving the inherited tradition is also important. At 
the opposite end of the spectrum there are those who are all too ready to change 
many aspects of the Orthodox Church’s teaching and practice—with varying 
degree of critical reflection.  
How a community or individual understands change in the Orthodox 
Church is a broad topic. As this project is not ultimately a discussion of doctrinal 
theology or history, but set firmly within the fields of practical theology and 
spirituality studies, this author finds it more appropriate to allow the conversation 
about change to arise out to the discussion of practice. The idea of change itself, 
even in relationship to practice, can be met with reticence or hostility by some in 
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the Orthodox Church. Therefore, this project uses the somewhat subdued terms 
“adaptation” and “innovation.”16 
There is a desire in many churches—Orthodox Christianity with particular 
emphasis—to remain faithful to their historical tradition.  However, there is also a 
pressing need to actualize this in contemporary contexts in relevant ways. Despite 
the timeliness of such a conversation, little has been written from an Eastern 
Christian perspective on adaptation and innovation with regards to Orthodox 
Christian practices. If this conversation is going to go forward, there is a need to 
articulate a more deliberate Eastern Christian perspective on adaptation and 
innovation of practice in a way that is consistent with the inherited tradition—but 
that need not simply imitate a perceived historical expression uncritically. This 
will provide both an avenue for fruitful dialogue and a method to critically engage 
the forms that traditional practices take discern their appropriateness in particular 
contexts today and for the incorporation of new activities into the way of life of a 
local community or the Orthodox Church at large.  
                                               
16 Although these terms are also loaded for some within the Orthodox Church, 
they will be presented in a manner that is meant to ease some of the more visceral 
responses to their usage.  
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The idea that a practice might work in certain contexts, but not all, is 
foundational to this project.  For example, one of the problems this project seeks 
to address is the emphasis on monastic practices (like obedience and chastity) in 
contexts outside a monastic paradigm. This paper will focus on the cultivation of 
forms that are appropriate to a lay, non-monastic context.  The theory of practice 
that emerges in this project could be used to critique practices in relation to any 
number of contexts, taking into account gender/gender identity, race/ethnicity, 
economics/class, age, marital status, profession.  These contexts could, in future 
research, provide their own contextually relevant practices that could be evaluated 
for their capacity to foster the embodiment of “Divine-human communion,” like 
any other traditional practice.  This project will offer a method which allows for 
the cultivation of contextually relevant practices that are innovative in form and 
purpose, but consistent with the telos of the historical practice and the phrónēma 
of the tradition. 
Argument 
This project contends that from an Orthodox Christian perspective it is 
possible to understand the telos, or ultimate aim of a practice and its more 
immediate purpose (skopós) rather than its morphé, or form/outward expression, 
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that ultimately determines its continuity with tradition.17 Likewise it is the telos 
and skopós of a practice, not the practice itself that determines its ultimate 
significance within the context of the Orthodox Church.  This means that 
communities need not perform every practice in a form that is consistent with the 
past to be traditional. Furthermore, activities that are not inherited as part of the 
received tradition can also be recognized as essential practices by their ability to 
actualize the traditional telos and skopós of the received tradition. Essentially, each 
practice can be expressed through particular morphé with a specific skopós; 
however, all practices have the same telos according to an Orthodox Eucharistic-
Ascetic theology, namely, theosis.18 Therefore, it is possible to engage in a process 
of innovating the morphé of a practice in contextually relevant ways, but also 
                                               
17 Here, the distinction comes from the one described in The Conferences by John 
Cassian. Cf. Conferences 2. See, John Cassian, John Cassian: The Conferences, ed. Walter J. 
Burghardt, John Dillon, and Dennis D. McManus, trans. Boniface Ramsey, vol. 57, Ancient 
Christian Writers (New York: Newman Press, 1997), 46. 
18 This point will be expanded in the course of this document, and further in the 
project.  In brief, the fundamental position is that skopós of a practice or complex of 
practices can change, but telos is unchanging within the confines of a particular tradition. 
The context can change the immediate purpose of a practice or complex of practices, 
because practices can be done for multiple reasons.  The ultimate aim of Christian practice 
does not change from the vantage point of a particular tradition, but can change in 
contextually appropriate forms from tradition to tradition.  This is because the telos is 
something that is contextually normative—it is what distinguishes one tradition from the 
next.   
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remain faithful to the telos or aim of a practice in accordance with the phrónēma 
(ethos) of a tradition. It is also possible to innovate the morphé of a 
traditional/traditioned practice as long as the skopós emerges from the tradition 
and the telos—theosis—remains intact.  
Significance of the Problem 
Some churches/communities promote practices in forms that were 
developed in contexts that are not part of the experiential reality of most 
Christians. Therefore, such forms can be contextually irrelevant.  This is 
problematic if the aim of such practices is spiritual/religious formation in a manner 
consistent with a particular spiritual/religious tradition.  The specific challenges 
can be exacerbated when one attempts to perform practices in forms that were 
originally cultivated to shape persons in contexts that are foreign to one’s own (e.g. 
the emphasis on ascetical practices modeled after monastic forms in contexts 
outside a monastic paradigm, which happens frequently in the Eastern Orthodox 
Church).  Inasmuch as the forms (morphés) that such practices take are from a 
context outside their intended paradigm, they might not contribute to 
spiritual/religious formation in the manner consistent with their purpose (skopós) 
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or aim (telos).19 If there is universal value in a practice , it is likely not a result of the 
particularities of the form (morphé) or even the practice in itself, but, rather it will 
be found in its skopós and telos.20  Discerning the skopós and telos of a practice might 
allow for a more contextually authentic manifestation, or form (morphé), of a 
traditional practice or even the cultivation of new practices that are completely 
                                               
19 As will be seen below, and discussed at length in Chapter 3 of this project, 
spiritual/religious formation in a manner consistent with the skopós and telos if the virtues 
(aretés) manifest themselves in the lives of the person or community under investigation.  
The virtues are defined and recognized by the community of practice, both locally and 
broadly—that is to say, in a local church community, and the Church as a whole (in this 
case the Orthodox Church). Virtue, is according to some (Papanikolaou and Hamalis) the 
embodiment of theosis.  Therefore, when they are perceived as present, one can determine 
the efficacy of a particular practice or complex of practices in a particular context.  The 
efficacy of a practice towards the embodiment of theosis in one context does not mean that 
it will be universally accepted in all contexts.  Any universality that a practice has must 
be communally determined through councils—like the Ecumenical Councils.  This goes 
somewhat beyond the scope of the project, but it is both fundamental to the discussion 
and something to which the theory of practice that emerges in the project can speak.   
20 The telos is determined a priori in relation to the present, but is seen as emerging 
naturally out of the tradition—that is, the life of the Church.  Thus, the telos it is not taken 
for granted, but has been received as in the act of “traditioning.” This project is grounded 
in the widely held Orthodox belief that salvation, properly understood, is theosis.  The aim 
of the Christian life is salvation/theosis, or divine human communion. An a priori 
determined telos stands in opposition to certain postmodern approaches to theology 
generally and practical theology in particular.  Practical theologians such as Elaine 
Graham and Tom Beaudoin would critique such a perspective as “foundationalist” and 
therefore problematic.  The challenge to this would be the relative consistency in which 
theosis, or “divine-human communion” appears in the literature about practice—
particularly in the ascetic tradition and liturgical/Eucharistic theology in Orthodoxy.  
Chapter 3 will address this in greater detail, while engaging voices that are critical of a 
telos that is determined a priori.   
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unlike those of the past,21 but orient the practitioner towards the same purposes 
and aim.  For this reason, there is a vital need for practitioners to understand the 
practices they perform in relation to their communally established skopós and telos. 
From this vantage point, a more authentic model of cultivating contextually 
relevant forms of existing practices and recognizing emergent new practices can 
occur within communities/traditions.  
The concern that underpins this dissertation is that there has been an over-
reliance on practices that emerge out of ascetical/monastic paradigms in the 
Orthodox Church, or traditional practices that are still performed in their historical 
form despite a lack of contextual relevance today.22 A practice such as prayer takes 
                                               
21 This latter point will be addressed in the final chapter and will also offer some 
avenues for further research.  
22 Although this project will discuss the former—the “over-reliance on practices 
that emerge out of ascetical/monastic paradigms in the Orthodox Church”—the focus will 
be on the latter—“traditional practices that are still performed in their historical form 
despite a lack of contextual relevance today.” With the concern at the heart of this project, 
one might wonder why the Orthodox engagement with this topic will be filtered through 
the writings of a Byzantine monastic (Maximus). The prominence of Maximus is one 
reason already offered above.  However, and more directly to the question at hand, is that 
Orthodoxy understands asceticism as central to the Christian life and practice—this idea 
will be flushed out further in chapter three. 
  
  23 
the form of hesychasm,23 or worship takes the form of long monastic liturgies.24 
Additionally practices,  like obedience to a spiritual father and extreme chastity, 
that would normally fall under a larger complex of practices, namely monasticism, 
are often used out of their appropriate contexts to the spiritual and emotional 
detriment of those performing them.25 Alternatively, Christian practices within 
marriage bear the marks of historically irrelevant patriarchal familial structures 
that can oppress or marginalize women.26  In the end, this project will argue for 
the cultivation of contextually relevant practices expressed and performed in 
contextually relevant forms—while being aware that there are a multiplicity of 
contexts.27 Additionally, by arguing that practices must be understood in relation 
                                               
23 The practice of continual repetition of the Jesus Prayer—Lord Jesus Christ, have 
mercy on me—that was developed in a monastic/ascetic context. 
24 The form that these two traditioned practices are seen as normative despite 
being taking from a context that is not universally relevant.   
25 Studies are being conducted by the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America into 
the effect that certain monasteries have had on people who have gone to them for spiritual 
guidance.  The elders of such monasteries often demand obedience and chastity of 
married people that is usually only expected of monks or nuns. This has been a divisive 
issue in the Orthodox Church in America over the past few decades.   
26 This could be a dissertation topic on its own, but here it is used only anecdotally 
to signify an example of performing historical practices in contextually irrelevant ways.  
27 This project understands that there is a multiplicity of contexts.  For this reason, 
the theory of practice that emerges from this project, will be one that can be utilized 
broadly.  Albeit the theory fits best in an Orthodox Christian context inasmuch as it 
emerges therefrom.  This project is predicated on the notion that even within traditions—
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to their skopós and telos—and that at least from certain vantage points, these 
actually constitute a portion of what might be called tradition—one can call 
attention to a model in which innovation can happen—and some might argue is 
already employed by some traditions.   
In an effort to explore ideas about Christian practices, Chapter 1 will 
present an account of the Christian practices approach to practical theology as 
present in the writings of Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra28, highlighting aspects 
of virtue ethics that have been utilized to form a lens with which to view, 
understand, and interpret Christian practices. It will engage with Christian 
practices through the lenses of telos (aim), skopós (purpose), morphé (form/outward 
expression), and praxis (corporate and individual action/practice). 29  It will 
emphasize the role of personal and communal practice as present in the literature, 
                                               
like the Orthodox tradition—there are multiple contexts.  The theory of practice can be 
used as a lens with which to view a particular context and the practices or complex of 
practices performed therein to determine how they contribute to the cultivation of 
religious identity and character in a manner consistent with the tradition of which they 
are representative. This will need to be expanded further in the dissertation.  
28 This chapter will also consult other scholars connected to Bass and Dykstra, 
though in more of a supporting capacity/role.  Most will be contributors to Bass’ edited 
and co-edited volumes on practical theology.  
29  See “Methods of Investigation” and “Construction of Interpretive Lenses” 
sections below for an explication of these lenses and an account of how they were 
cultivated for this project.  
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with extra consideration of the role that these practices play in well-being/living 
well, the cultivation of virtue, and orienting practitioners towards their telos. It will 
also spend some time discussing from where practices come and how they are 
expressed in particular contexts. Chapter 2 will engage similar topics broadly in 
through a reading of Eastern Christian theology, spirituality, and mysticism, then 
with greater focus through an exploration of the thought of Maximus the 
Confessor, as an attempt to articulate essential elements of what Orthodox 
Christian responses to the topic of practice might be.  This chapter will include 
both close readings of Maximus’ own writing and secondary sources.  Given the 
larger aims of the project, special emphasis will be given to contemporary 
Orthodox Christian readings of Maximus. Chapter 3 will present a conversation 
between a Christian practices approach to practical theology and an Eastern 
Christian approach to practice through further engagement with Bass and Dykstra 
on the one hand and Maximus on the other.  
In an effort to indicate the relevance of the conversation at the heart of this 
project for actual communities of practice, Chapters 4 will offer a study of a 
community that engages in what can be called the traditioned adaptation and 
innovation of practice. This chapter, a study of the Communities at New Skete—
two contemporary Orthodox monastic communities in Cambridge, NY—
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informed by on site research and textual studies of the communities’ own 
publications. These communities are presented as an example of how 
contemporary Orthodox Christian communities might engage in the same kind of 
traditioned adaptation and innovation that occurs at New Skete.   
Chapter 5 will offer a few proposals for the cultivation of model by which 
a community can recognize innovative practices as consistent with tradition and 
incorporate them into a traditional framework. These proposals will emerge out 
of  a conversation between the Communities at New Skete and the findings of the 
first three chapters—Chapter Three in particular. To do this, it will offer a close 
reading of some of the important texts of the community, with special attention to 
the Monastic Typikon (rule) of the community in conversation with Bass and 
Dykstra, and the insights gleaned from Maximus’ thought. 
Methods of Investigation 
This project is grounded in the understanding that practical theology and 
Christian spirituality are inherently interdisciplinary—that is to say, they need not 
conform to the boundary-limits of a particular discipline. Methodologically 
speaking, the approach this project takes in the study of spirituality and practice 
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reflects this inherent interdisciplinarity, but in a critical manner.30 This project, 
although borrowing from practical theological research, is primarily situated in 
the field of Christian spirituality. This is because there is not yet a discernable 
Orthodox Christian approach to practical theology, but Orthodox Christian 
spirituality is a relatively well-established sub-discipline in the study of Christian 
spirituality.31  Furthermore, discussions of practice in Orthodoxy, are most often 
found in the literature of Orthodox Christian spirituality.32  Considering these 
points, this dissertation will take methodological direction from the study of 
spirituality— as it is manifested in contemporary Orthodoxy, most notably the 
emphasis on texts, particularly patristic texts—but will not be limited to 
spirituality studies in terms of scope and breadth of research.  
Before outlining the manner in which the project will actualize a critical 
interdisciplinarity in its methodology, it is important to discuss the role it has 
                                               
30  An underlying principle of this project is that clearly defined disciplinary 
boundaries are problematic, particularly in theology and spirituality. Therefore, fluidity 
of movement between established disciplines is essential to this project.   
31 There are regular entries by Orthodox scholars and on Orthodox topics in the 
major journals of spirituality generally and Christian spirituality specifically.  Fewer 
entries have been made in the major journals of the academic discipline of practical 
theology.  
32  Though virtue is sometimes discussed in dogmatic/systematic theology or 
historical theology. 
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played in the academic study of spirituality. Although some, like Sheldrake, 
McGinn, Schneiders, and Perrin 33  contend that three or four general 
methodological approaches emerge in the academic study of spirituality—1) “the 
theological” 2) the “historical-contextual” 3) the “anthropological 4) 
hermeneutical” 34 —these four are grounded in an overarching methodological 
principle, namely, interdisciplinarity.35  
This project will utilize methods from each of the four general 
methodological approaches cited above, and will be guided by a critical 
interdisciplinary methodological principle. It will however give priority to the 
                                               
33  See for example the contributions of Sheldrake, McGinn, and Schneiders in 
Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark S. Burrows, eds. Minding the Spirit: The Study of Christian 
Spirituality (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004). See also David B. Perrin, 
Studying Christian Spirituality (New York: Routledge, 2007).  
34 Perrin divides the anthropological and the hermeneutical approaches, whereas 
the Sheldrake, McGinn, and Schneiders seem to view these two terms as interchangeably 
representing the same methodological approach.  
35 Sheldrake notes, “the role of interdisciplinary study has become a central 
methodological principle of spirituality, especially in the Christian tradition which, on 
balance, has developed the most detailed discussions about methods and interpretive 
tools.” Interdisciplinarity is not necessarily something unique to the study of spirituality.  
In fact, it is utilized by many academic disciplines. Sheldrake argues that for many, over 
reliance on interdisciplinarity was seen to signify a lack of “disciplinary identity.” Philip 
Sheldrake, Spirituality: A Guide for the Perplexed (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 26. For 
Sheldrake and others, interdisciplinarity, as a methodological choice, reflects not an 
ambiguity in terms of identity, but, rather, a necessity due to the complexities inherent 
in the object of study.   
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theological approach, as this project is, at its core, a work of theology36—although 
it takes it methodological cues from the study of spirituality. The notable exception 
to this will be in chapters 4 and 5, which will be a case study of New Skete 
Monastery in Cambridge, NY—utilizing methods borrowed from the social 
sciences (ethnography and participant observation). 37  However, the social 
                                               
36 The historical, and hermeneutic methodological approaches will be utilized in 
some of the sections. The anthropological approach often requires the use of methods 
from the social sciences—something this project does not employ.  Thus, the primary 
methods that it employs are theological.   Additionally, each section will require the use 
of particular methods of investigation proper to the work that is being done. Chapter 1 
will serve as a general introduction to the problem, and chapter 2 functions literature 
review of a contemporary virtue ethics and a practical theological approach that engages 
with virtue theory.  Therefore, they will predominantly utilize historical and, to a lesser 
degree—given the limits of the project—anthropological methods to elucidate the topic. 
Ultimately, chapters 1 and 2 do not are not themselves new scholarship, but, rather, a 
presentation of two conversations partners in anticipation of chapter 3 and the rest of Part 
I.  The choice of these dialogical partners reflects an underlying perspective of this 
dissertation, namely, that there is a discernible resonance between virtue ethics, the 
“Christian practices approach” to practical theology, and Orthodox Christian spirituality. 
37 The use of social scientific methods in the field of practical theology are not new. 
While some practical theologians, notably Johannes van der Ven, argue for a mixed 
method approach--utilizing both quantitative and qualitative methods to construct an 
“empirical” theological methodology See, Johannes van der Ven, Practical Theology: An 
Empirical Approach, trans. Barbara Schultz (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1998). Other more 
narrowly employ qualitative methods—for an overview of such methods and a brief 
account of key figures who employ them see, the entries by Mary Clark Moschella on 
ethnography, Daniel S. Schipani on the case study method, James R. Nieman on 
congregational studies, and Elizabeth Conde-Frazier on participatory action research in 
Bonnie Miller-McLemore, ed., The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishing Limited, 2012). 
 
Although qualitative research in the study of spirituality is becoming more 
commonplace, it is still met with some reservation. The Society for the Study of Christian 
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scientific data that emerges out the use of these methods will be interpreted 
through the community’s own theological and spiritual reflections on their way of 
life as found in their publications, written artifacts, public lectures and 
conversations. Thus, the theological discourse at the monastery offer an 
interpretive lens by which this author develops the theological methods that 
underpin these chapters as they connect to the larger aims of the project. 
The project uses theological methods as a means of forwarding the 
conversation around practice in the contemporary Orthodox Church. The critical 
lens through which this paper reads the sources is informed by the Eastern 
Christian ascetic and liturgical tradition and the contemporary interpretation 
thereof. 38  However, this project will not form this lens through an uncritical 
                                               
Spirituality dedicated its plenary session at its 2013 annual meeting to the use of 
qualitative methods in the study of spirituality—the fruits of this discussion can be found 
in Spiritus 14, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 55-102. While, it goes beyond the scope of this project to 
offer an in-depth analysis of the state of the use of qualitative methods in the study of 
spirituality, it is a live topic of discussion in the field. Thus, this project is well-situated in 
the ongoing discussion around the use of these methods. 
 
38 Perrin might describe this as a “doctrinal approach” to the use of "theological 
methods" in Christian spirituality. Perrin, Studying Christian Spirituality. 35-38. The 
dissertation will actually employ theological methods that are somewhere between 
Perrin’s notions of “doctrinal” and “interdisciplinary” theological approaches. An 
interdisciplinary approach within a theological method employs understandings of other 
disciplines like the social and natural sciences, philosophy, economics, or political science. 
The bibliography that accompanies the prospectus shows the breadth of 
interdisciplinarity. 
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appropriation of Orthodoxy.  Instead it allows other perspectives to provide 
important nuances—namely the Christian practices approach to practical theology 
of Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra. Therefore, in this project, doctrine is slightly 
more fluid than would normally be found in a study of Orthodox Christian 
thought.39 The rationale behind this is the fundamental belief that doctrine and 
practice must be understood as a dynamic articulation of experience that is both 
traditioned and contemporary.40 
The project uses historical methods in its critical reading of historical 
sources—particularly Maximus the Confessor.  It will use historical criticism to 
                                               
39  See the above discussion of Traditioned-innovation, particularly concerning 
Yannaras understanding of tradition. This is a naming of the personal perspective of the 
author of this dissertation. It serves as an announcement of an underlying bias of the 
author’s perspective.    
40 This means that a present community must have continuity with its past, but 
there is room for expression of doctrine and practice in a manner consistent with the 
present context of that community. This balance of past and present reflects this project’s 
conversation partners (virtue ethics, the “Christian practices approach” to practical 
theology, and, to some extent, Orthodoxy as it is sometimes understood). Here, the project 
will draw from Christos Yannaras, who argues for a philosophical-theological perspective 
that views truth claims as experientially grounded, “communally verified,” and dynamic. 
For a deeper account of this perspective see, Christos Yannaras, The Schism in Philosophy 
(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2015). Yannaras also believes that tradition 
is not the communication of doctrine and practices, but, rather transmission of a “mode 
of being” from one generation to the next and in each present moment (as was mentioned 
in the section on traditioned-innovation. For more on this see, Christos Yannaras, Against 
Religion (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2013). In this work the transmission 
of a “mode of being,” also happens in the present reality.  The ekklesia, according to 
Yannaras, is always actualizing the “divine mode of being” in the present moment. 
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identify the aspects of the sources that are reflections of the historical contexts in 
which the authors wrote. The reason for this approach is that the Orthodox Church 
often prioritizes its relationship to the past. 41   However, many contemporary 
Orthodox Christian claims about the historicity of doctrines or practices reflect an 
inaccurate understanding of history and uncritical reading of historical texts.  
There is also an assumption that the assumed historicity of a practice is what make 
it normative for the present. This project seeks to dismantle such a perspective. 
In this project, the use of resources drawn from anthropological approaches to 
spirituality is predicated on the idea the spirituality is an intrinsic aspect of the 
human person. 42   However, this assumes, primarily, an Orthodox Christian 
theological anthropology.  Therefore, although it will make allowance for the 
findings of an anthropological approach to the study of spirituality, it does so from 
an Orthodox Christian understanding of human beings as made in the image and 
likeness of God (cf. Genesis 1:26-27) and their fundamental capacity for theosis.  
                                               
41 There is good reason for this. Perrin notes, “current social systems, political 
systems, ways of thinking, languages, cultural perspectives, as well as spiritualities, are 
all connected to the lives of the ancestors, both recent and not so recent.” Perrin, Studying 
Christian Spirituality, 151.  
42  It should be noted that although the project will make use of claims from 
anthropological approaches to the study of Christian spirituality it will not present any 
original social-scientific research—and thus will not use any such methods. 
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This project ultimately aims to articulate a model by which contemporary 
Orthodox Christian communities can communally discern how they might adapt 
or innovate their communal activities in a manner consistent with their 
understandings of the inherited Tradition. This project establishes this model 
upon the idea that traditional Orthodox Christian practices can be adapted or 
renewed for the contemporary situation in terms of form (morphé), and that other 
activities can be recognized as Orthodox Christian practices in the certain contexts 
by virtue of them as functioning in a manner consistent with the traditional aim 
and purposes thereof within the broader Orthodox Tradition. This means that 
there is a degree of interpretation that must happen.  The assumption that frames 
this project is that practices must be understood from the perspective of a common 
telos. Therefore, the interpretive lens, or hermeneutic is that theosis is the common 
telos of all Christian practices. 43  Furthermore, all Christian practices must be 
understood in relation to this telos irrespective of their form or immediate purpose. 
                                               
43Chapter three of this project will offer an argument for why this is the case. This 
of course is a nuanced Orthodox Christian perspective, but the chapter will also address 
critical voices external to Orthodox Christianity as well.  
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The “Christian practices approach” 44  to practical theology, utilized by 
Dykstra and Bass, is an influential model for this project. Their writings on a 
“theological understanding of practice,”45 lays the theoretical groundwork for this 
project.  It builds upon their methodology and their theory of practice in 
conversation with the theology, spirituality, and mysticism of the ancient 
Christian East as it shapes a contemporary Orthodox Christian theory of practice.46   
This project will of course reflect a very contextualized perspective—one 
addressing some major needs and concerns of the contemporary Orthodox 
Christian churches. This contextualized perspective marks both a major constraint 
on the project and what its major contribution will be. It is constrained in its 
boundedness within the limits of Orthodox Christian doctrine. Its major 
contribution is the theological context in which this conversation will take place, 
                                               
44  Practical theology, as a discipline, has its own practical theological 
methodologies that prove valuable in the process of translating or re-envisioning 
historical practices in the present context. That being said, some of the methodological 
approaches of practical theology serve as models for this project, namely the “Christian 
practices approach.” For a good introduction to this approach see, Kathleen A. Cahalan, 
"Three Approaches to Practical Theology, Theological Education, and the Church’s 
Ministry," International Journal of Practical Theology 9, no. 1 (2005): 63-94. 
45 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy Bass, "A Theological Understanding of Christian 
Practices," in Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practice in Christian Life, ed. Miroslav Volf and 
Dorothy Bass (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 13-32. 
46 Methodologically this new theory functions in the same way as the “Christian 
practices approach” does in the works of authors like Dykstra and Bass. 
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namely contemporary Orthodox Christian theology, spirituality, and mysticism.  
Taken together, these two points mean that it will not be widely applicable, but 
will give voice to an underrepresented voice in the conversation about practice in 
spirituality studies and practical theology. 
Construction of Interpretive Lenses 
Skopós and Telos 
The decision to mark out a distinction between the ultimate aim of a 
practice and its more immediate purpose arose out of a need to give language to 
an underlying framework within the sources of this project. Wanting language 
that reflected both the spirituality of the Christian East and the philosophical 
sensibilities of Bass and Dykstra, it became clear that there was a need for 
something that could bridge that gap. The answer came through the writings of 
John Cassian. In the first chapter of Book One of The Conferences, John Cassian 
recounts an encounter with a certain Abba Moses. During this conversation, 
Cassian and Abba Moses discuss the nature of the monastic life, in particular, the 
“skopós” (“purpose’) and “telos” (“goal”).  47 Cassian also writes, “Thus fasts, vigils, 
                                               
47 This methodological decision was also informed by the explication of Cassian’s 
distinction between skopós and telos by Kees Waaijman, in his expansive work, Spirituality: 
Forms, Foundations, Methods. Waaijman writes, “Remaining in the cell with all the exercises 
performed there is an active side (praktike) of the monastic life which one can practice 
(askesis).  They have their specific working goal (skopós) purity of heart: “We must 
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meditating on Scripture, and the being stripped and deprived of every possession 
are not perfection, but they are the tools of perfection.”48 Although this discourse 
lays an essential foundation for an Eastern Christian theory of practice, it extends 
beyond the monastic paradigm in which it is set.  
                                               
therefore practice the less weighty – fasts, vigils, solitude, meditation on Scripture – for 
the sake of the most-weighty working goal: Purity of heart.” (1.1.7) This purity of heart is 
not the final goal (telos).  That is the contemplation which is conceived in the purified 
heart:  
For it is impossible for the impure soul…to acquire spiritual knowledge.  No one 
pours a choice ointment or the finest honey or any kind of precious fluid into a 
foul-smelling filthy vessel.” (2.14.14) Contemplation is not a working goal (skopós) 
but a final goal (telos), which cannot be reached by working: “The Lord placed the 
highest good not in carrying out some work, however praiseworthy and 
abundantly fruitful it may be, but in the truly simple and unified contemplation 
of him.” (1.1.8) This final goal is called: eternal life, the eternal prize, the Kingdom 
of God, cleaving to God, divine contemplation, union with the invisible and 
incomprehensible God.  This final goal is not one we ourselves bring about: it is 
grace.  God, who communicates himself in contemplation, is not manipulable. He 
only becomes apparent in the purified heart as a gentle touch a trace which leaves 
no impression but transforms a life from within.” Thus, the skopós according to 
Cassian is that which is done to ready the heart for the telos, “eternal life, the 
eternal prize, the Kingdom of God, cleaving to God, divine contemplation, union 
with the invisible and incomprehensible God.”  The skopós is the purpose of ascetic 
practice—in a monastic paradigm, the purpose of the monastic life is “purity of 
heart.  
(Kees Waaijman, Spirituality: Forms, Foundations, Methods (Leuven: Peeters Publishers, 
2002), 268.) Thus, there is precedent for these lenses with the Christian ascetical tradition. 
48 John Cassian, The Conferences, 46. And also, “For diligence in reading and the 
affliction of fasting are exercised for the sake of cleansing the heart and chastising the flesh 
only in the present, as long as ‘the desire of the flesh is against the spirit.’” John Cassian, 
The Conferences, 48. 
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Practice and Form 
While none of this project’s conversation partners explicitly distinguish 
between practices and form, Bass and Dykstra’s approach to the study of Christian 
practice does provide the basis for such a distinction. This is due, in part, to their 
willingness to include under one particular Christian practice—like hospitality for 
instance—many unique expressions. Distinguishing the practice from its outward 
expression (morphé/form) allows one to more clearly understand what it is that 
Bass and Dykstra view as static and what is dynamic in the realm of Christian 
practices. When looking at the Eastern Christian tradition—and later the 
contemporary Orthodox tradition—through these lenses reminds communities 
and individuals that even a tradition with a rich history of engaging in communal 
activities, there is always a degree of adaptation and innovation, which shape and 
reshape the expression of these very same practices. Without a way to distinguish 
between a practice and its outward expression, it would be difficult—if not 
impossible—to recognize the dynamism that exists in the church throughout 
history. This can lead to anachronistic understanding of practices and a tendency 
to perform contextually inappropriate practices or the insistence on actualizing 
essential activities in irrelevant forms. 
Plan 
  
  38 
The project opens with an account of the Christian practices approach to 
practical theology as presented in the writings of Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra. 
Although these two authors are not the only practical theologians who utilize this 
approach they stand out in two important ways. First, Dykstra and later Bass are 
often the primary proponents of this approach. Dykstra pioneered the study of 
Christian practices as bearing tradition in his early work in Christian religious 
education. Bass later championed the use of a Christian practices approach 
through her work at the Valparaiso Project49 and her edited volumes50 on the topic 
                                               
49 The Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People in Faith, is an 
endeavor funded by the Lilly endowment and based at Valparaiso University. It has 
brought together a group of scholars from different Christian traditions—and some other 
faith traditions—to think deeply about Christian practices as a means of addressing the 
educational and formational needs of people of faith. The project hosts a website 
www.practicingourfaith.org, and produced a books series based on the same topic. It also 
serves as a hub for resources on Christian practices. 
  
50 Dorothy Bass served as the editor on several texts on Christian practices. Her 
edited volume Practicing Our Faith, produced as one of the fruits of the Valparaiso Project, 
is not on its second edition. See Dorothy C. Bass, ed., Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for 
a Searching People (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2009). She has also edited 
a volume with long-time collaborator Craig Dykstra. See Dorothy C. Bass and Craig R. 
Dykstra, eds., For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education and Christian 
Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008). See also, Miroslav Volf and 
Dorothy C. Bass, eds., Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life (Grand 
Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2013). These texts and other monographs proved invaluable 
to this project.  
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of Christian practices. The first chapter offers a broad account of the approach of 
Bass and Dykstra framed through four lenses (telos, skopós, morphé, and practice) 
followed by a close reading of Bass and Dykstra. This latter section employs the 
four interpretive lenses to offer an account of Dykstra’s scholarly work on religious 
education and Bass’ scholarly engagement with the Christian practice of keeping 
the Sabbath. The larger presentation of their approach and the more detailed 
account of how they employ it in their engagement with particular activities, 
provide a framework through which communities and individuals can better 
understand the performance of Christian practices and how they are both static 
and dynamic.  
 Chapter 2 seeks to offer an account of the theological, spiritual, and mystical 
tradition to which contemporary Orthodox Christianity owes a great deal—
namely, the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition exemplified by the writings of 
Maximus the Confessor, a 6th-7th monastic living in the Eastern Roman Empire. The 
choice to engage with this tradition was threefold. First, in contemporary 
expressions of Orthodox Christianity in which some of the more fundamentalist 
tendencies are most apparent, there is a penchant for emphasizing the ascetical 
tradition—particularly monastic traditions—of the Early and Medieval Christian 
East. Second, many of the practices most often associated with Eastern Orthodoxy 
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in these same strands arise out of this tradition. Third, even those who would 
bemoan the predisposition to emphasize certain varieties of monastic asceticism, 
would agree that asceticism itself is an essential aspect of the Christian tradition. 
The choice to engage with Maximus as the primary representative of an Eastern 
Christian asceticism is due to his prominence in contemporary Orthodox Christian 
discussion of theology, spirituality, and mysticism in academic settings and in the 
Orthodox Church more broadly.  
The second chapter is broken down into two parts. First there is a general 
introduction to the more common themes of Eastern theologies and spiritualities. 
Particular emphasis is given to the concept of the so-called “stages of spiritual life.” 
This is followed by an extensive, but not exhaustive account of the theology and 
spirituality of Maximus the Confessor. In a manner consistent with the first 
chapter, the discussion of Eastern Christianity and Maximus with be framed 
through the four lenses already discussed. This will lay the foundation for the 
argument that Eastern Christian theology, spirituality, and mysticism—certainly 
in Maximus—allows for both adaptation and innovation of practices as long as 
they are able to manifest the more-significant aspects of tradition—namely, the 
ultimate aim, theosis, and more immediate purposes, acquiring the virtues (chiefly 
love) and coming to know God through contemplation (theoria).  
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Chapter 3 seeks to discern certain criteria that Orthodox Christian 
communities can employ as they think about practice in their contemporary 
contexts. Though not explicitly stated, this chapter will also serve as a model of an 
Orthodox Christian critical-theological-hermeneutical methodology for 
evaluating historical and contemporary practices towards the manifestation of 
virtue as “embodied deification.”51 This method will engage historical practices 
from an Orthodox Christian theological perspective with a historical-critical lens 
in order to discern any underlying theological principles embedded in practices 
within their historical context. This will be guided by the theological-teleological 
claim that the ultimate aim of a spiritual/religious practice and its more immediate 
purposes are the criteria for the evaluation of the appropriateness of practice 
according to Contemporary Orthodox theology, spirituality, and mysticism.  In 
doing so, the essential elements of a practice will be shown not to be found in their 
form or purpose, but, rather in their telos—theosis. Practices then can be translated 
                                               
51 Perry T. Hamalis and Aristotle Papanikolaou. “Toward a Godly Mode of Being: 
Virtue as Embodied Deification.” Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 3 (July 15, 2013), 271-
280. 
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or re-imagined for the contemporary situations in many contexts in terms of form 
and purpose.52  
Chapter 4 offers an account of a contemporary Orthodox Christian 
community that has engaged in the process of adapting and innovating their 
communal activities, while attempting to express a traditional mode of being. New 
Skete, two monastic communities in Cambridge, NY have sought to actualize their 
monastic vocations in a way that is both consistent with an Eastern Christian 
asceticism and that meets their needs in the present age. They have done so for 
more than 50 years. The chapter offers a broad picture of the history of the 
communities at New Skete drawn from their own publications, public lectures, 
and through personal conversations with the brothers and sisters of the 
community.  
In an effort to show how New Skete adapts and innovates the activities that 
constitute their way of life, this chapter focus on two practices that are central to 
                                               
52 In many ways, this dissertation bears the mark of voices, like David Tracy, who 
attempt a “critical correlation” of past tradition and present situation.  See, David Tracy, 
Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1996; The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New York: 
The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1998).  Practical theologians like Don S. Browning, 
have integrated Tracy’s critical correlation into their practical theological projects. It is 
here also that virtue ethics and practical theology will serve as important conversation 
partners, and where critical interdisciplinarity is present most authentically. 
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the identity of the communities. As an example of the adaptation of traditional 
practices, this chapter discusses their liturgical renewal project. Since their 
foundation, New Skete has sought both to meet the needs of their small 
community and the church more broadly through the publication of liturgical 
books in the Eastern Christian mode. While they sought to provide resources that 
were consistent with their tradition, they also wanted to engage in an activity that 
they saw as an authentic aspect of their monastic vocation—namely the reform of 
liturgical practices to meet their unique needs as a community. At the same time, 
they aimed at renewing the liturgical practices of the Church so that practitioners 
might find them more meaningful and authentic to their 20th and 21st century 
sensibilities.  A second complex of practices that this chapter addresses centers on 
two programs that at one time were meant to support the community financially. 
For much of their existence, the communities at New Skete have operated a 
breeding program for German Shepherds. This program later led to a training 
program open to all breeds. These activities, which again were initially performed 
as a means of subsistence, has since become essential to the way of life of the 
community. Additionally, over the years the brothers and sisters have recognized 
the role that these activities have in their spiritual lives. More significantly 
perhaps, they have also come to realize that through these activities, they are 
  
  44 
having experiences that correspond to those that arise out of more traditional 
monastic and Christian practices. 
Chapter 5 explores how the account of the communities at New Skete 
provides one model by which a contemporary Orthodox Christian community can 
adapt the forms that more traditional practices take, while also allowing them to 
recognize activities that spontaneously emerge in their unique context as Christian 
practices partially constitute of their way of life. It does this by revisiting the 
criteria named in Chapter 3. This is framed through the four interpretive lenses 
utilized in Chapters 1-3. 
The project ends with a recapitulation of the important themes discussed in 
the project as one response to the concern around the so-called rise of 
fundamentalism—which, in part, is manifest in the reticence or even refusal to 
adapt or innovate practices and the strict adherence to forms and activities that 
emerge from certain streams of Eastern Christian monasticism—and its extreme 
inverse in the contemporary Orthodox Church. In closes, with some suggestions 
for further explorations of Christian practices from an Eastern Orthodox 
perspective and how such exploration can contribute to the ongoing conversations 
around Christian practices in the academy more broadly.   
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CHAPTER ONE: 
 
Participating in God’s Ministry, Practical Wisdom, and the Transmission of 
Faith: Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra on Christian Practices 
 
 
How might Christian educators, pastors, and Christian communities 
encourage people to grow in a life of faith, so as to invite them to live a way of life 
abundant? What comprises such a way of life? What can the wisdom of the 
Christian tradition offer as a means to such an end? Over the past two decades, a 
group of Christian scholars—primarily in the field of practical theology53—have 
attempted to think of Christian life in terms of the practices that comprise a way 
of life that responds to God’s call and contributes to growth in faith. This 
perspective, often identified by the priority it gives to Christian practices, emerged 
in one of its most well-defined manifestation in the writings of Craig Dykstra and 
Dorothy Bass. These scholars, joined by a number of others—many connected to 
the Valparaiso Project 54 , have come to a way of thinking about communal 
Christian activities that can be identified as a Christian practices approach to 
                                               
53 In their edited volume Practicing Theology, Miroslav Volf and Dorothy Bass invite 
scholars from other theological disciplines—notably systematic and constructive 
theology—to think about the Christian practice of theology. See Miroslav Volf and 
Dorothy C. Bass eds., Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life (Grand 
Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2013). 
54 See introduction. 
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practical theology. Informed by the recovery of an Aristotelian conception of 
practices—particularly in the writings of 20th century virtue ethicist, Alasdair 
MacIntyre—this approach views Christian faith in terms of the practices that 
shape a communal way of life. Such a way of life, is the context in which faith, 
moral character, human flourishing, and ultimately encounter with God happens 
for Christian communities of practice, according to these authors.  
This chapter will provide a nuanced analysis of an expression of a Christian 
practices approach to practical theology, through a close reading of the writings 
of Dykstra and Bass. In order to paint an accurate picture of this approach, this 
chapter will utilize four interpretive lenses (telos, skopós, morphé, praxis).55 There 
have been several attempts to provide an account of a Christian practices approach 
to practical theology.56 The picture that the four lenses reveal will provide some 
much-needed nuance in anticipation of the larger discussion of this project. 
                                               
55 For more on the rationale for the use of these lenses see the methodology section 
of the introduction. The centrality of MacIntyre’s virtue ethics, particular his definition of 
practice, was an important factor in framing the discussion in this way.  
56 The introduction noted an article by Kathleen Cahalan which sought to elucidate 
three approaches to practical theology based on Lakelands three Post-modern 
perspectives. See Cahalan, "Three Approaches,” 66. Additionally, in his work 
Christopraxis, Andrew Root also attempts a succinct articulation of several practical 
theological approaches. He names Bass and Dykstra’s approach Neo-Aristotelian. See 
Andrew Root, Christopraxis: A Practical Theology of the Cross (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 2014). More recently, Scott MacDougall has attempted to place the approach of Bass 
and Dykstra in conversation with contemporary Eucharistic Theologians like John 
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The present chapter will begin a conversation that emerges from the 
literature of a Christian practices approach to practical theology and will 
ultimately extend the discussion into some new avenues. This chapter and the 
next—a discussion of Eastern Christian theology and spirituality, with special 
attention to the writings of Maximus the Confessor57—form a pair, that will further 
the discussion of Christian practices. In doing so, this project will begin to 
articulate a model by which contemporary Orthodox Christian communities—
which can be suspicious of or  resistant to change in varying degrees—can adapt 
the form that existing Christian practices take, while also allowing them to 
innovate through the recognition of spontaneously arising activities as Christian 
practices essential to their way of life—both of which, this chapter will show, are 
central aims in the work of Dykstra and Bass.58   
                                               
Zizioulas. Although there are some cursory connections between his work and this 
project, his interest is less concerned with practices themselves and more on how the 
language of Christian practices can help inform studies of ecclesiology.  See, Scott 
MacDougall, More than Communion: Imagining an Eschatological Ecclesiology (London: T & 
T Clark, 2018). 
 
57 See chapter 2.  
58 In the volume, Practicing Our Faith, authors offered several practices that are 
understood to have arisen out of the Christian life. These practices, some of which are 
fundamental to human life, still are highlighted for their significance in Scripture and 
Christian history and their capacity to meet “fundamental human needs”58 in the present. 
Examples include; hospitality, keeping Sabbath, honoring the body, singing, household 
  
  48 
The distinction between adapting form and innovating practice will 
become clearer as the project unfolds. However, in brief here, innovation in form 
refers to the adaptation or contextualization of activities already understood as 
Christian practices by virtue of their significance in the history of Christianity 
and/or their present performance in Christian communities. A “practice,” as this 
chapter will parse out further, can be expressed in many concrete ways (forms). 
Innovation happens when a Christian practice is expressed outwardly in 
contextually relevant ways. For an example see the section on the forms that 
keeping the Sabbath can take, as described by Bass. An activity might bear the 
markers of a practice—communal normativity, thoughtfulness, intentionality, 
bearing goods inherent to it 59  —but not be inherently Christian in origin. A 
community of Christians might begin to perform an activity spontaneously. 
Recognizing it as a Christian practice happens when the practice is perceived to 
orient towards the aims and purposes essential to the community’s Christian 
identity. Bass and Dykstra allow for an expansive and growing list of activities, 
which fit their definition of Christian practices.  It is possible to recognize an 
                                               
economics, saying yes and saying no. There is historical precedent within the multifaceted 
Christian tradition for such practices. 
59 See Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012).s 
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activity as a Christian practice within the context of a Christian community—
locally or denominationally—using Bass and Dykstra’s approach. However, they 
do not provide a clear model for doing this. These distinctions will become clearer 
as the project progresses. Chapter 4 will offer one model for adapting form and 
recognizing new activities that a community is already performing as Christian 
practices according the definition that Bass and Dykstra provide. Such an 
endeavor will be of greatest value to those communities in which innovation is 
met with difficulty due to more traditionalist perspectives, while also furthering 
the work of Bass and Dykstra on Christian practice through dialogue with the 
theology and spirituality of the Christian East.60  
Plan 
                                               
60 The Christian practices approach of Bass and Dykstra might pose a challenge for 
some contemporary Orthodox Christian paradigms. While contemporary expressions of 
Eastern Christianity would resonate with many of the models that Bass and Dykstra put 
forward, some Orthodox Christian might be reluctant to allow for a definition of practice 
that would allow for such a broad understanding of practice and would be inclined to 
push back against an effort to adapt the inherited forms that they have received. Any 
attempt to do so would need a theologically sound—“Orthodox”—argument for doing 
so. Chapter 2 will attempt to provide some historical precedent for such an argument 
through a presentation of one strand of Eastern Christian theology and spirituality that 
holds significance for contemporary Orthodox Christianity. While Chapter 3 will attempt 
to further clarify this theological argument in conversation with the Christian practices 
approach of Bass and Dykstra. 
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This chapter will begin with an introduction to the theology of Christian 
practice as expressed in the so-called “Christian practices approach” to practical 
theology. First, there will be a brief account of the relationship of the Christian 
practices approach to other practical theological approaches. This will draw upon 
the writings of general commentators on the field of practical theology. It will note 
the theories of practice, philosophical influences, and purposes and aims that 
shape the various approaches, particularly the Christian practices approach.  Next, 
after this theoretical reading, it will move to an account of the historical 
developments that lead to the Christian practices approach. It will highlight the 
contributions of Craig Dykstra and Dorothy Bass, and the Valparaiso Project. From 
there, it will frame a reading of the Christian practices approach, first generally, 
then more concretely in the writings of Dykstra and Bass, using the interpretive 
lenses named above.  Then it will offer more concrete examples of the Christian 
practices approach in the writings of Dykstra and Bass. This section will depart 
from the theory, or theology, of Christian practices that buttresses this approach, 
to show how these authors study, engage with, and come to understand particular 
practices or complexes of practices performed by persons and communities. For 
Dykstra, this will be an account of the practice of religious/Christian education. 
While for Bass, this will be a discussion of the Christian practice of keeping 
  
  51 
Sabbath.61  These represent concrete examples from the work of Dykstra and Bass, 
but do not represent the sum total of their work on Christian practice or particular 
Christian practices. These examples were chosen for their prevalence in the 
scholarly work of each author, however. This Chapter will conclude with some 
considerations of what aspects of the Christian practices approach of Bass and 
Dykstra warrant some critical evaluation in anticipation of the chapters that 
follow.    
Christian Practices Approach to Practical Theology, Moral Reasoning, and 
MacIntyre 
In her contribution to Hermeneutics and Empirical Research in Practical 
Theology62, Mary Elizabeth Moore names five aims or purposes which she argues 
                                               
61 This expression comes from Bass’ monograph, Dorothy C. Bass, Receiving the 
Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001). This 
book, and several of Bass’ articles on Sabbath, will be the basis of an analysis the way she 
utilizes the concept of Christian practice in her own scholarly research. This section, 
together with the discussion of Dykstra’s work on Christian education, lays an important 
foundation for the conversation between Orthodox theology and spirituality (through 
Maximus the Confessor) and a Christian practices approach to practical theology in 
chapter 3.  
62 Mary Elizabeth Moore, Purposes of Practical Theology: A Comparative Analysis 
Between United States Practical Theologians and Johannes van der Ven, in Hermeneutics 
and Empirical Research in Practical Theology: The Contribution of Empirical Theology by 
Johannes A. van der Ven, ed. Chris A.M. Hermans and Mary Elizabeth Moore (Leiden: Brill, 
2004). 
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shape the field of practical theology.  They are: 1) “guiding the life of the Church” 
2) “uniting the subdisciplines of practical theology” 3) “social analysis and 
transformed action” 4) “offering practical wisdom to ethics and theology” 5) 
“social transformation.” Her chapter was extensive, and thus goes far beyond the 
limits of what could be offered here. However, it is important to note that Moore 
includes authors such as Bass and Dykstra as significant contributors to the fourth 
purpose of practical theology. Without a doubt, the aims and purposes towards 
which a researcher orients herself is often project specific.  Some theologians 
remained firmly within one of the aims/purposes consistently. Others would have 
multiple aims/purposes. Consistently, however, Dykstra and Bass have remained 
within this particular aim, “offering practical wisdom to ethics and theology.”   
With an aim of “offering practical wisdom to ethics and theology,” Dykstra 
and Bass have sought to ground the study of Christian practice in lived experience, 
but in way that utilized Christian “theological language.” Andrew Root notes that 
“Dykstra worked to turn the field from its infatuation with psychological 
development theory back toward a theological language, but a theological 
language that could connect to concrete life.” 63  Borrowing Lakeland’s term, 
                                               
63 Root, Christopraxis, 67. 
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Cahalan designates the work of Dykstra and Bass a countermodern64 approach to 
practical theology. Motivated by the questions of philosophers like MacIntyre, 
practical theologians disenfranchised by the lack of depth and eclectic nature of 
contemporary philosophical movements, seek solace in the time-tested traditions 
of the past. MacIntyre has had particular impact on the countermodern movement 
in practical theology. His rediscovery of Aristotelian virtue ethics and the 
definition of practice connected thereto, have impacted a generation of practical 
theologians.  
Dykstra’s efforts advanced further as he engaged with the moral 
philosophy of MacIntyre—particular his understanding of practice “as 
cooperative human activities done in a community through a tradition for the sake 
of a good.”65 However, as Root remarks, “Dykstra, with Bass, was doing more than 
merely appropriating MacIntyre’s thought.”66 Although MacIntyre’s later work 
begins to engage more closely with Christian traditions—Aquinas in particular—
                                               
64 Cahalan, "Three Approaches,” 66. 
65 Root, Christopraxis, 68. “Practice according to MacIntyre is any ‘coherent and 
complex form of socially established cooperative human practice through which goods 
internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those 
standards of excellence appropriate to that form of activity.’” Root, Christopraxis, 68. 
66 Root, Christopraxis, 68. Root distinguishes the work of Dykstra and Bass from 
MacIntyre giving the form the designation “pseudo neo-Aristotelianism.” 
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his work still bears the marks of his movement away from the grander 
metanarratives of Christianity. His approach seeks to contribute to cultivation of 
the good within the practices themselves.67 There is not a metaphysical foundation 
to the practices themselves, they are simply agreed upon constructs, which in 
themselves have an inherent good.68 Excellence in practice constitutes virtue, the 
cultivation of which is the foundation of ethical life. 
Dykstra and Bass, on the other hand take a markedly Christian theological 
position in their understanding of practice. Departing further from MacIntyre, 
Dykstra and Bass would argue that the value of Christian practices is not some 
inherent good reached through their performance, but, rather, that through them 
                                               
67 Smith writes, “practices exist for the sake of what MacIntyre calls ‘internal’ to 
the practices, goods that are achieved in the course of excellent performance of the 
practice.” Ted A. Smith, "Theories of Practice," in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Practical 
Theology, ed. Bonnie Miller-McLemore (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Limited, 2012), 247. 
Root writes, “MacIntyre contends that practices are coherent cooperative human activities 
that encompass with themselves, and therefore lead to, a good.” Root, Christopraxis, 68. 
68 Cf. Smith, "Theories of Practice,” 247. He writes, "Practices, then, are activities 
like medicine, agriculture, prayer, and the care of the souls.  Practices exist for the sake of 
what MacIntyre calls the goods, ‘internal’ to the practice, goods that are achieved in the 
course of excellent performance of the practice, as health is realized through the excellent 
practice of medicine and deeper relationship with God through excellent practice of 
prayer.  A practice might need to be sustained by wise allocation of goods external to the 
practice—little carrots and sticks that guide a novice and sustain more experienced 
practitioners in moments of weakness—but entry into a practice involves developing a 
taste for its internal good.”  Smith, "Theories of Practice,” 247. 
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one comes to know God. 69  Dykstra and Bass—and the other contributors—
embrace the thought of MacIntyre to formulate a notion of practice that does 
capture the tone and logic of MacIntyre, but expand upon his thought to 
incorporate a deep faith in an active and personal God. Bass describes this nuanced 
approach thusly,  
Dykstra’s and my work on practices began with Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
account of social practices (After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2d ed. 
[Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984], pp. 187ff.), but 
the theological turn we have taken marks a significant break with the 
concepts developed there. The “goods” that concern us are not “internal” 
to a practice but are oriented to God and God’s intentions for all creation. 
In addition, our concept of Christian practices is differentiated from that of 
MacIntyre, on the one hand, and from social scientific concepts of practice, 
on the other, in that our notion is shaped by a theological anthropology that 
posits the existence of certain fundamental needs and conditions as 
belonging to human existence as such. “Christian practices,” as we use the 
term, are clusters of meaningful action (including thinking and 
representation) that are sizable and significant enough to address these 
needs (e.g., for relationship with one another, creation, and God; for 
physical care in illness or injury; for certain material goods) and conditions 
(e.g., finitude, mortality, and physical and psychological vulnerability). 
                                               
69 Practices were, following MacIntyre, cooperative human activities done in a 
community through a tradition for the sake of a good, they would not follow MacIntyre 
in seeing practices as solely and socially established.  They were socially established 
enough that concrete communities did them, and did them for the sake of a good (life 
abundant), but their origin (and indwelt potency) reached outside the social and instead 
with God. “Indeed, we believe,” says Dykstra and Bass, “that it is precisely by 
participating in Christian practices that we truly come to know God and the world, 
including ourselves.” Root, Christopraxis, 68. Citing Dykstra and Bass again, “In other 
words Christian practices were socially done but given to the church by God, cementing 
these practices in normative theological language.” Root, Christopraxis, 69. 
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Dykstra and I developed this understanding most fully in “A Theological 
Understanding of Christian Practices.”70 
 
Whereas the goal of virtue ethics is excellence in practice for the “good inherent” 
in the practice itself (for instance that they contribute to the formation of moral 
character), Christian proponents of the study of practices in a MacIntyrian mode, 
see excellence in Christian practice as locations of God’s grace, which form 
character, bring knowledge of God, and orient practitioners towards a “way of life 
abundant”— A common expression of the telos of Christian life and practice in a 
Christian practices approach, particularly in the writings of Bass and Dykstra. 71 
Two General Orientations of a Christian Practices Approach to Practical 
Theology 
It is possible to designate two general orientations that scholars utilizing a 
Christian practices approach to practical theology: one directed towards scholarly 
pursuits in the field of practical theology and a second, related to the first, which 
                                               
70  Dorothy C. Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” in For Life Abundant: Practical 
Theology, Theological Education, and Christian Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig 
Dykstra (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 30. 
71 "What are Christian Practices?" What are Christian Practices? | Practicing Our 
Faith, accessed October 07, 2017, http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-are-christian-
practices.  Bass writes, “To live “abundantly” is to participate in the true life that comes 
from God, the Life first and most fully known to this community in the resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead.” Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 35. 
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looks at practices in concrete communities (a Christian-practices-in-action 
orientation). This section will highlight the important aspects of these two 
orientations. As will become clearer as the chapter unfolds, such orientations are 
present in the works of Bass and Dykstra—depending on the aim of the particular 
project. 
Practical Theology (Scholarship and Education) 
The context into which these scholars are inquiring determines the 
orientation towards which their research tends and the work they produce. The 
first designates an orientation in which scholars who turn towards the goals of 
practical theology as a field of study, producing works of scholarly and 
pedagogical interest—particularly for the training of Church leadership and 
contributing to the ongoing practical theological project in the academy. This 
might be better understood as the discussion of theologies of practice and their 
communication. Such examinations tend towards the theoretical. They describe 
the nuances of the Christian practices approach, what Christian practices are, how 
such an approach can and has benefitted practical theological inquiry, and 
pedagogical strategies for sharing such an approach.  Additionally, it is at this level 
that dialogue across disciplines happens.  
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Although there is a particular scholarly focus of the task of practical 
theology at this level, Dykstra and Bass do not see the telos of practical theology as 
different from Christian life and practice as it takes place in communities of 
practice.72 Therefore, it is intimately connected with the second orientation, the 
more concrete study of Christian practices in action.73 They write, “Like faithful 
ministry and discipleship, practical theology pursues the telos of a life-giving way 
of life in awareness that the means employed in doing so—the practices of faith, 
including the arts of ministry—are not merely tools. Rather they are both the goal 
and the path of the Christian life.”74 Even as practical theologians explore the 
                                               
72 Dykstra and Bass note, “Practical theology that takes as its telos a life-giving way 
of life in and for the world is necessarily open-ended, for that way of life emerges in 
specific times and places that are constantly in flux. Moreover, this kind of theology is 
undertaken not only for the sake of, but also in the midst of, the potentially unlimited 
range of actual situations and communities within which abundant life can emerge.” Bass 
and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 355. 
73 Further clarification will follow in the next section. 
74   Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 358. Bonnie Miller-McLemore , “Practical 
theologians emphasize not just learning about a discipline but also, as Witvliet says, ‘full, 
conscious, active participation’ in it. Even courses introducing practical theological 
methods, as Cahalan observes, rarely discuss practical theology as a discipline.” Bonnie J. 
Miller-McLemore, “Practical Theology and Pedagogy: Embodying Theological Know-
How,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, and Christian Ministry, 
ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 188.  
While Dykstra does not offer definitive definitions for the idea of telos, he does 
argue,  
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intricacies of Christian practices through their scholarly endeavors, they should 
remember that, rightly situated, they are oriented towards the same end. If the 
scholarly orientation seeks to promote the value of the study of Christian practices 
in the theological academy, the Christian practices in action orientation seeks to 
highlight examples of Christian practices as they are performed, not only for the 
interested academic, but for the community of practice seeking to live a way of life 
abundant more authentically. 
A Concrete Approach: Christian-Practice-in-Action 
The second designation refers to the orientation towards the study of 
Christian practices as concrete human activities. Scholars interested in the ways in 
which communities and their members perform activities will study these 
                                               
The point and purpose of practical theology are to nourish, nurture, discipline, 
and resource both pastoral and ecclesial imagination. That may not be its exclusive 
purpose or the only good way to describe its purpose and telos, but if practical 
theology (and indeed theology and theological education as a whole) become in 
any way disconnected from pastoral imagination and ecclesial imagination, they 
inevitably forfeit a good deal of their reason for being. They also cut themselves 
off from essential sources of their own vibrancy. (Craig Dykstra, “Pastoral and 
Ecclesial Imagination,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological 
Education, and Christian Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Grand 
Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 
43.) 
Such a perspective gives credence to the connection between the two approaches noted in 
this section.  
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practices to gain insight into their role “on the ground” in communities of 
practices.75 There is also a sense in which the study of Christian practice in this 
vein impacts discussion outside practical theology as an academy. This in not say 
that other approaches do not do the same. However, citing the uniqueness of 
Dykstra and Bass in this regard, Root notes that, 
Over the last two and a half decades, Dykstra and Bass have not only had 
tremendous impact in the field of practical theology—as a discipline done 
by scholars…but have also impacted pastors on the ground—those seeing 
practical theology as an activity of faith done by believers...Their shared 
work has reverberated loudly within both the academy and the church.76 
 
The study of Christian practices through this approach grounds the conversation 
in the concreteness of a way of life, with all its subtleties, all its expressions and 
                                               
75 In their contribution to the For Life Abundant Cahalan and Nieman note that, “In 
putting on Christ, every disciple is summoned to participate in faithful living through an 
actual Christian community.” Kathleen A. Cahalan and James R. Nieman, “Mapping the 
Field of Practical Theology,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, 
and Christian Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Grand Rapids, MI; 
Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 67. Thus, any attempt 
to engage with Christian practices must first and foremost involve entering into “actual” 
Christian communities of practice. For more on this see the section on Community below.  
76 Andrew Root, Christopraxis, 67. 
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the theology that “emerges out of a life of faith.”77  
An Approach, not a Monolithic Theory 
Some qualification is needed before moving forward. It is important to 
remember that there is not necessarily a unified movement with the designation 
“The Christian practices approach.” There are scholars within practical theology 
and without who make use of the approach exclusively.78 Some will employ the 
approach as a lens through which to view practice in some of their scholarly 
work.79 Others engage with such an approach in relation to their own work, but 
                                               
77  Dykstra and Bass recognize that theology emerges out of a life of faith. 
“Thinking about a way of life shaped by a set of Christian practices,” writes Bass about 
her work with Dykstra,  
we believed, would help people make connections—between theology and daily 
life, between the resources of a living tradition and the challenges of the present, 
with one another, and across important divisions as well. This perspective, we 
hoped, would enable contemporary Christians to recognize and reflect on many 
of the practices that already shape our lives, while also encouraging creativity in 
strengthening crucial Christian practices within diverse local contexts where life 
together actually takes shape. (Dorothy Bass, forward to the second edition of 
Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practice, by Craig Dykstra 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), xiv.) 
Such a perspective opens up the conversation about Christian practices to wider spheres 
of influence.  
78 Bass and Dykstra are themselves example of such scholarly work. They have 
focused most of their research on topics related to Christian practices in some way—in 
either of the two orientations noted above (theory and the study of Christian-practice-in-
action).  
79 Here one might look to those authors that have contributed to the Practicing Our 
Faith Project through the Valparaiso Project, as examples of scholars who have engaged 
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do not use it themselves. 80  How authors employ this approach is not always 
uniform. However, utilizing the interpretive lenses—telos, skopós, morphé, and 
praxis—it is possible to see some common themes that emerge out of a Christian 
practices approach to practical theology.  The section that follows will draw out 
some of these themes as they appear generally in the Christian practices 
scholarship of Bass and Dykstra.  This will lay the foundation for a more concrete 
account below of how these themes surface in their works. As it will become 
apparent in the course of this chapter, at times it is challenging to separate a 
Christian practices approach from the scholarly work of Dykstra and Bass. The 
choice to engage with them closely in this chapter was not arbitrary.  They are, in 
most regards, the central driving force behind the Christian practices approach. It 
was really the seminal works of Dykstra on Christian practice that paved the way 
for future scholars to engage in Christian practices in this way. Likewise, through 
                                               
in reflection on Christian practices in a model informed by Bass and Dykstra’s approach. 
Nevertheless, such explorations to not comprise the majority of their scholarly 
endeavors—as it does for Bass and Dykstra. See for examples the diverse group of scholars 
who contributed to the co-edited volume by Volf and Bass. Miroslav Volf, Practicing 
Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, ed. Dorothy C. Bass (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 
Eerdmans, 2013).  
 
80 Andrew Root, would be an example of this. He has produced what he considers 
another approach to practical theology, but he does note the there is a resonance between 
his own work and that of Bass and Dykstra. See, Root, Christopraxis, 68. 
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her leadership at Valparaiso Project Bass has advocated for a Christian practices 
approach, inviting scholars to think more deeply about Christian practice.  While 
this chapter will examine the work of Dykstra and Bass as quintessential 
representatives of a Christian practices approach81, this does not mean that it is 
possible to reduce the approach to their work alone. Bass and Dykstra will be the 
focus of this chapter and the ongoing dialogue that this project aims to facilitate.  
A Multi-Perspective Account of a Christian Practices Approach to Practical 
Theology in the Scholarly Work of Bass and Dykstra 
The Importance of Community in a Christian Practices Approach 
A Christian practices approach to practical theology, places a great deal of 
emphasis on the significance of the communities of practice in which people 
perform “cooperative human activities.” 82  Christian practices and the life of 
Christian faith from and by which they are informed, are always corporate in 
nature. A Christian practice “is social: each practice must be learned from others 
and belongs to the community as a whole, even though individuals sometimes 
                                               
81 A deeper reading of their work respectively will follow in subsequent sections 
of this chapter.  
82 See, Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
 
  
  64 
engage in the practice by themselves.” 83  The communal nature of Christian 
practices is essential to the broader context of Dykstra and Bass’ thought.84  
Dykstra and Bass orient their understanding of Christian practice towards 
a particular telos, namely, “a way of life abundant”85—this will become clearer 
below in the discussion of the theory that underpins their approach to Christian 
practice. This way of life, is not individualistic. It is “communal, “relational,” and 
“cooperative.” Dykstra maintains,  
                                               
83 Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," in Practicing Our 
Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 2010), 205. 
84 Chapter 3 will draw this point out further in relation to the relational theology 
and spirituality of the Christian East—particularly highlighted in contemporary readings 
of Maximus the Confessor. See for example the works of John Zizioulas, Christos 
Yannaras, and Aristotle Papanikolaou.  
85 Dykstra repeatedly affirms that religious faiths are “distinct forms of life.” He 
notes, that there are, “distinctly different ways to live are available to us as human beings, 
and different faiths may most fundamentally be understood as different ways of life.” He 
maintains that even “the early church…thought of Christianity as primarily an alternative 
way of life.”  He points to text like the “Didache” and “the catechetical lectures of Cyril of 
Jerusalem” to shows that there has always been an “emphasis” “on putting off an old way 
of life and taking on and being incorporated into a new one.” Dykstra qualifies this by 
acknowledging that the Christian way of life “has been described somewhat differently 
in different historical eras and contexts, but the ancient idea has never really been lost.”  
Despite the “difficulties” that arise in attempts “to articulate and explain” what it means 
to understand faith “as a way of life,” Dykstra also asserts that it “always seems to involve 
the fashioning of distinctive emotions; of distinctive habits, practices, or virtues; of 
distinctive purposes; desires, passions and commitments; and of distinctive beliefs and 
ways of thinking. Craig Dykstra, "Youth and the Language of Faith," Religious 
Education 81, no. 2 (1986): 165-166. 
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Another important point is that a religious faith is always communal and 
involves a distinctive way of living together. Religious faith has to do with 
the way we live our life, and all of us always live our lives in relation to 
others. Living a way of life means involvement with others in reciprocal 
relationships that have some pattern and consistency. Living in a way of 
life with others means that we can come to expect certain things of others 
who share that way with us and they of us — some common ways of doing 
things, some common understandings, some common hopes and desires, 
some common obligations and responsibilities, and involvement in some 
corporate activities that are done together.86  
 
Sharing Christian faith also means performing common Christian practices, 
collective activities, and even a unified, communal mind.  Yes, it is a common life 
but there is more to it than just that.  This common way of this life abundant has a 
transformative power.  It shapes the persons who participate in it. Dykstra 
remarks,  
Religious faith as communal also affects who we, as individual persons, 
become. We do not become involved in and take on communal religious 
                                               
86 Dykstra, "Youth and the Language of Faith," 166. Similarly, Dykstra and Bass 
write,  
How important it is to have companions as we seek life-giving ways of life! This, 
after all, is a basic tenet of Christian faith and life: through Christ, we belong to 
God and become brothers and sisters that we are not made to be alone. Yet today 
we too are uncertain about the shape of our way of life. With the ordinary things 
we do each day changing all around us, even we who have belonged to the church 
all our lives wonder how to do these things well—how to do them, in Christian 
terms, faithfully. (Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, "Times of Yearning," 
in Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd 
ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 4-5.) 
For Bass and Dykstra it is impossible think of Christian life apart from or outside a 
community.  
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life without changing. We cannot live it without becoming in some ways 
different people ourselves. People tend to take on the values, beliefs, 
patterns of activity, and ways of seeing of their primary social groups. The 
norms and roles of our religious community's life together are incorporated 
into our own selves through processes of imitation and identification. This 
insight is widely accepted, and commonly articulated in religious education 
literature under the rubric of socialization or enculturation.87 
 
Certainly, one could say that communities, regardless of their type, form their 
members (“socialize” and “enculturate”), but Dykstra, with Bass, indicates that 
there is something unique that happens in religious communities. This 
“matchlessness”, distinctiveness, that they perceive in communities of faith, is a 
manifestation of their ultimate aim. In a Christian context, cooperative activities 
(practices) and the faith upon which they are grounded (and they simultaneously 
establish) 88  are oriented and orient the community towards an ultimate end, 
namely, God.89  Dykstra affirms this when he writes, “Faith is religious faith only 
                                               
87 Dykstra, "Youth and the Language of Faith," 166-167. 
88 On the Practicing Our Faith website sponsored by the Valparaiso Project one 
reads, “When we do reflect on practices such as those explored in Practicing Our Faith, 
we can see that central themes of Christian theology are integrally related to each 
Christian practice: our practices are shaped by our beliefs, and our beliefs arise from and 
take on meaning within our practices.” See, Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian 
Practices.” 
89 Participation in the practice of God is the ultimate aim of cooperative Christian 
activities, according to Dykstra. The whole life of faith—and the continual growth that 
constitutes it—is a process of participating more completely in the practice of God.  
Dykstra writes, “The process of coming to faith and growing in the life of faith is 
fundamentally a process of participation.  We come to recognize and live in the Spirit as 
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insofar as it apprehends and has to do with God. And a religious community is 
religious only insofar as all its common expectations and processes of socialization 
are governed by and continually altered by apprehensions of and dealings with 
God.”90 Without a communal orientation towards God, the practices performed by 
Christian communities are no different than non-religious practices.  They would 
function in the same way that practices operate in MacIntyre’s model.  This is not 
problematic in terms of the theory of practice, but it is significant in regards to the 
stated telos towards which Dykstra and Bass orient.  Thus, an important distinction 
is apparent in their work. A practice is not Christian simply because Christian 
                                               
we participate more and more broadly and deeply in communities that know God’s love, 
acknowledge it, express it, and live their lives in the light of it.”  Dykstra, Growing in the 
Life, 40.  
90  Dykstra, "Youth and the Language of Faith," 167. Elsewhere Dykstra writes 
(citing Moltman),  
“Just as faith and the life of faith are life in communion of the Spirit, so a 
community ‘the whole being of [which] is marked by participation in the history 
of God’s dealings with the world’ becomes the concrete area of our coming to faith 
and growing in the life of faith. We participate in the life of the Spirit by 
participating in the life of such a community, and the is only because the 
community’s own being and activity are constituted through participation in the 
life of the Spirit. Thus, insofar as the church is a community in the power of the 
Spirit, its whole life in the world becomes a means of grace for those who are its 
people and for all the world.” (Dykstra, Growing in the Life 41.) 
This idea will be of great importance in conversation between Dykstra, Bass, and Eastern 
Christian theology and spirituality in chapter 3. 
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communities perform them. Dykstra and Bass would argue that practices are 
Christian because in performing these practices it is possible to approach a way of 
life abundant, that is ultimately to participate in the very “practice of God in the 
world”91 
The Church as a Christian Expression of Community 
From the perspective of a Christian practices approach to practical 
theology, the community is not just any gathering of people. There is a clear 
ecclesiology at play, particularly in the writings of Bass and Dykstra. When they 
speak about community, they are speaking about the Church: “Body of Christ. 
                                               
91  Dykstra speaks frequently to the connection between Christian communal 
activity and the practice/activities of God. According to the Dykstra,  
Christian practices are things Christian people do together over time to address 
fundamental human needs in the light of and in response to God's grace to all 
creation through Christ Jesus…When we live the practices of Christian faith, we 
join together with one another, with Jesus, and with the communion of saints 
across time and space in a way of life that resists death in all its forms—a way of 
life that is spilling over with the Life of God for creation, for our neighbors, and 
for ourselves. (Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.”) 
The section below, on telos, addresses this concept in greater detail.  Bass elucidates this 
further when she writes, “It has seemed to us, therefore, that to be called “Christian” a 
practice must pursue a good beyond itself, responding to and embodying the self-giving 
dynamics of God’s own creating, redeeming, and sustaining grace. This leads us to ask, 
then: What specific practices give rise to ways of thinking and living that address human 
existence and the needs of the world in ways that reflect and respond to this grace? And 
conversely, what particular ways of thinking and living are embodied in practices that 
take seriously God’s grace to all the world in Jesus Christ?” Bass, “Ways of Life 
Abundant,” 30–31. 
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School of discipleship. Household of God. Ark on a stormy sea. Hospital for 
sinners. Assembly of believers, seekers, doers, worshipers. Congregation of 
children, women, men. A new kind of family. Friends of Jesus.” 92  Christian 
practices happen in Christian community, and Christian community is the 
Church.  
 The ecclesiological perspective of a Christian practices approach, is 
certainly colored by their traditions, conceptions, and experiences. However, it is 
possible for one to highlight some consistency in Bass and Dykstra. One significant 
aspect of ecclesial community in this approach is constitutive role of the Holy 
Spirit. The church is “the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.” 93  Bass and Dykstra 
                                               
92 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195. 
93 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xix. Bass and Dykstra pay special attention to the 
role of baptism as initiation into the fellowship of the Holy Spirit and ultimately the way 
of life that emerges out of this fellowship. They write, 
The passage to full membership—becoming members of Christ’s body, as arms 
and legs are members of a body—leads through the waters of baptism…God gives 
new birth to those who are baptized and joins them to the body of Christ…In 
baptism, the grace to which the entire Christian life is a response is presented in 
water we can see and feel and hear, and in God’s Word of promise spoken in the 
midst of a community of believers. Here all the practices are present in crystalline 
form: a human body is honored, a community is shaped, sins are forgiven, songs 
are sung, faith is testified. God says a great yes to the baptized one, while those 
gathered say yes to God and no to all that would separate them from God. Baptism 
upholds all these practices, but it also reaches farther and goes deeper than any 
one of them. Baptism discloses the contours of a whole way of life.(Bass and 
Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 197.) 
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conceive of the Church as a spiritual community and its practices spiritual—
inasmuch as it is the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. Participating in the life of the 
community, performing the communal practices, open one up to certain 
experiences—of “Mystery”—“that arises in the context” of “the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit.” 94  
In part, Dykstra and Bass see their task “as educators” is to do “everything 
in [their] power to create opportunities in which the apprehensions of Mystery 
that come through such experiences may actually occur.” 95 Nevertheless, Dykstra 
and Bass also maintain that “it belongs to the whole people of God, who create 
such contexts simply by their faithfulness.”96 Thus, although religious educators 
have a particular role in making space for Mystery, it is ultimately the natural state 
of the community of faith to participate in it, just by being what it is.  
Certain questions arise in Dykstra’s account of role of the experience of 
Mystery in forming people in a life of faith—a way of life.   If it is in the fellowship 
                                               
This perspective will resonate well with aspects of Eastern Christian Ecclesiology 
presented in chapter 2.  
94 Cf. Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xix. This question also drives one of the major 
concerns of the project as a whole.  
95 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xix. 
96 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xix. 
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of the Spirit that one—or the community as a whole—experiences Mystery, how 
does one know that one is actually participating in an authentic expression of this 
fellowship?97  Furthermore, if the fellowship is first and foremost a practicing 
community, then what is the role of practices in shaping authentic Christian 
community. Utilizing the four lenses—telos, skopós, morphé, practice—will surface 
some essential themes that can begin to answer these questions. They provide 
some educational insight into what happens in the context of Christian life and 
practice. For Dykstra, “Education is the work of bringing to consciousness the 
hidden dimensions embedded in and through our actions and relations and 
institutions, giving these dimension names and then helping each other take notice 
and live in their light.”98A Christian practices approach, seeks to shed light on 
“Christian practices and the life-giving way of life they comprise.”99 
Telos/Aim/Life Abundant/Participation/Faith  
When viewing a Christian practices approach to practical theology through 
the lens of telos (ultimate aim) one will notice three significant and recurring 
                                               
97 Cf. Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xx. 
98 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, xx. 
99 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life,” 196. 
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ideas—the call to a “way of life abundant” 100, the closely connected “growth” in 
the “life of faith”101, and ultimately “participation in the practice of God.”102 In the 
end, these three are inseparable.  Each lead from one to another and strengthen 
each other. It is clear though that the former two—life abundant and the life of 
faith—lead one to recognize that in performing Christian practices one is 
participating in the “practice of God in the world.” Dykstra proposes, 
Participating in the disciplines of the Church does not bring about or cause 
faith or growth in the life of faith. Rather, engagement in the church’s 
practices puts us in a position where we may recognize and participate in 
the work of God’s grace in the world. This is precisely what we do when 
we make “diligent use of the means of grace.” By active participation in 
practices that are central to the historical life of the community of faith, we 
place ourselves in the kind of situation in which we know God 
accomplishes the work of grace.103  
 
This section will offer an account of how Dykstra and Bass describe these three 
themes—a way of life abundant, growing in the life of faith, and participation in 
                                               
100 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 24. 
101  Faith formation is an important aim for both Dykstra and Bass—and the 
Valparaiso project as a whole.  It is necessary to consider the degree to which faith 
formation is a universal purpose of Christian practices, as these authors would argue, or 
if it is merely a product of a way of life.  
102 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
103 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
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the practice of God—in an effort to better image the telos of Christian practices 
from their perspectives.   
“A Way of Life Abundant”  
Speaking specifically of the telos of the book For Life Abundant104 Bass writes, 
“This book as a whole articulates the contributions of a theological movement that 
foregrounds such questions while looking toward a telos of abundant life in and 
for the world.” 105   Dykstra’s perspective on practical theology mirrors this 
perspective. In his contribution to the same volume he suggests,  
Practical theology and theological education as a whole, rightly conceived 
and well-practiced, draw upon and serve in profound and powerful ways 
both pastoral and ecclesial imagination. After all, these share as their telos 
and purpose the strengthening and renewal of the way of abundant life that 
emerges in response to God’s grace in Jesus Christ.106 
                                               
104 Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 24. 
105 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 24.  
106 Craig Dykstra, “Pastoral and Ecclesial Imagination,” 59. Mikoski makes similar 
claim in his contribution to For Life Abundant. He writes, 
The central aim of practical theology ought to be the transformation of society in 
the direction of the Reign of the Triune God. Even though human effort alone will 
not bring about the full realization of God’s Reign on earth, Christian churches do 
have an important proleptic or anticipatory role to play here and now with regard 
to the divinely determined future for the world. Funded by eschatological hope 
and grounded in liturgical practices like baptism and Eucharist which “remember 
the future,” Christian communities bear witness in word and deed to the 
transforming power of God in the world toward a coming future marked by the 
knowledge and praise of God and the experience of justice, peace, and 
reconciliation among all peoples. (Gordon S. Mikoski, “Educating and Forming 
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Practical theology, for Bass and Dykstra, aims towards a way of life abundant in 
response to Jesus Christ.  This is because life in general, and ecclesial life in 
particular, are about the pursuit of this way of life. Dykstra and Bass see the aim 
(telos) of Christian life and practice and practical theology in much the same way. 
For example, Dykstra and Bass write,  
Like faithful ministry and discipleship, practical theology pursues the telos 
of a life-giving way of life in awareness that the means employed in doing 
so—the practices of faith, including the arts of ministry—are not merely 
tools. Rather they are both the goal and the path of the Christian life.107 
 
Inasmuch as the “practices of faith” actualize or “comprise” 108  a way of life 
abundant for those who actively engage in them, the disciplined study of such 
activities will also tend towards “abundant life.” Therefore, the works of Dykstra 
and Bass stand at a midpoint between studying Christian practices and sharing 
the way of life of which they are a part. Importantly, they recognize and remind 
their readers, if one views Christian practices apart from the way of life which they 
                                               
Disciples for the Reign of God: Reflections on Youth Pilgrimages to the Holy 
Land,” 349.) 
This eschatological hope is also a significant feature of the theology and spirituality of the 
Christian East, particularly Maximus the Confessor, who will be discussed at length in 
chapter 2. 
107 Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 358. 
108 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 196. 
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constitute “could lead [one] to overlook what is most important…The way of life 
that takes shape when practices are woven together.”109 Christian practices are 
about the way life abundant they comprise. 
The way of life abundant is not a static expression—it is not fixed—
however. Thus, the study of the practices which constitute this way of life must be 
dynamic itself. Dykstra and Bass maintain that “practical theology that takes as its 
telos a life-giving way of life in and for the world is necessarily open-ended, for 
that way of life emerges in specific times and places that are constantly in flux.”110 
This invites the practitioner and the practical theologian to enter the natural flow 
of this way of life, seeing how it will happen uniquely from moment to 
moment.   The dynamic quality of a way of life makes it “a big and often baffling 
thing.”111 If one were to enter into this way of life, begin to perform the practices 
natural to it, one “would begin to see the patterns of this way of life in the details 
of how people do a variety of things with and for one another.”112 In part this is 
what a Christian practices approach aims to do—to name these patterns.  
                                               
109 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life,” 194. 
110  Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 355. 
111 Dykstra, “Pastoral and Ecclesial Imagination,” 60. 
112 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 6. 
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In the writings of Dykstra and Bass, the patterns themselves point to a 
fundamental truth about Christian practices—namely, that they all interconnect to 
constitute a way of life. “Because each practice addresses something fundamental 
to human well-being,” write Bass and Dykstra, “each contributes its own 
distinctive wisdom to every other practice.” 113  One cannot do one without 
considering the others. Practices would “wither if isolated from one another.” 114 
Abundant life is a “coherent way of life” that “emerges in response to the 
One who is present in all the parts of our lives, the One who makes, transforms, 
upholds, and unites all that is.”115 Inasmuch as God is at the center of all Christian 
practice, abundant life reflects the unity of God. This divine unity permeates one’s 
whole life. From the perspective of Christian practices, “all the supposedly 
separate parts of our lives…turn out to be not so separate after all.”116 They also 
connect people throughout time and space. Christian practices link “past, present, 
and future, and ties between the local and the entire household of earth. A 
                                               
113 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 193. 
114 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life,” 195-196. 
115 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 193. 
116 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life,” 195-196. 
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community of people in relationship, loved by God and learning to love God and 
neighbor more fully while growing together in a life-giving way of life.”117  
As was indicated above, Christian practices are inherently communal.  
According to Dykstra and Bass practices “are things Christian people do together 
over time in response to and in the light of God’s active presence for the life of the 
world in Christ Jesus.” 118   Christian communities perform certain activities 
together that together constitute a particular way of life abundant. The communal 
nature of Christian practice reminds one that one is not a Christian alone.  In 
Christian communities of practice “we find companions for a life-giving way of 
life, sisters and brothers without whom our perseverance will be too weak, our 
insights too limited.”119 As in MacIntyre, practices for Dykstra and Bass are learned 
in community, performed communally, and have communal implications—even 
when performed individually, due in part to the fact the Church is a corporate 
reality even in the absence of concrete community. This is reminiscent of the 
proverb attributed to Tertullian, “One Christian is no Christian.” So, when one 
                                               
117 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195-196. 
118 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 5. 
119 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195. 
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observes a lone Christian practitioner, there are still communal implications to the 
act—according to Bass and Dykstra’s definition of practice.  
However, the way of life abundant to which Christian practices contribute 
is not limited to the ways that Christians act together within a closed Christian 
community for Dykstra and Bass. Abundant life permeates all aspects of one’s 
experience in the world. For example, Bass, lifting up the practice of keeping 
Sabbath, notes, “Engaging in this rich and complex practice can shape persons and 
communities in distinctive ways and foster a way of being in the world that spills 
over to affect an entire way of life.” 120  Studying Christian practices, invites 
reflection on those aspects of one’s life that inform the way in which one exists in 
the world.   
Although the work of practical theology is at times descriptive, it also seeks 
to challenge people to think critically about what they are doing and perhaps come 
to better understand what they ought to be doing.121 As Bass indicates, “all of the 
                                               
120 Dorothy C. Bass, "Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest," Interpretation: 
A Journal of Bible and Theology 59, no. 1 (2005): 26. 
121 Bass notes, “Education for Christian living thus necessarily includes a critical 
dimension— one that in the present context must take the time crunch that presses in 
upon many North American Christians with great seriousness. Inventiveness, awareness 
of others, and sound knowledge of society and culture are essential.” Bass, "Christian 
Formation,” 36. Elsewhere she writes, “Christians necessarily ask in every time and place: 
How can, and how do, our lives and our life together participate in a way of life that 
reflects the Life of God, both when we are gathered as church and when we are dispersed 
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best thinking and learning in the world of theology will be pointless if it is not at 
the service of forming lives that matter.” 122  Therefore, practical theology—
particularly in a Christian practices approach—seeks to provide critical questions 
about (Christian) life and practice.  Framing this further, Dykstra, citing Bass, 
asserts that practical theology is, 
A theological movement that foregrounds three fundamental questions 
while looking toward a telos of abundant life in and for the world. The three 
questions are: How can, and how do, our lives and our life together 
participate in a way of life that reflects the Life of God, both when we are 
gathered as church and when we are dispersed into countless disparate 
circumstances? What is the shape of a contemporary way of life that truly 
is life-giving in and for the sake of the world? And how can the church 
foster such a way of life, for the good of all creation?123 
 
For one interested in Christian practices, it is not enough to look at what is being 
done. One must always have an eye towards its telos of Christian life and practice, 
life abundant—“a way of life that reflects the Life of God.”  Asking questions like 
                                               
into countless disparate circumstances? What is the shape of a contemporary way of life 
that truly is life-giving in and for the sake of the world? And how can the church foster 
such a way of life, for the good of all creation?” Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 23. 
Without such critical reflection on practice, the activities Christians do together can lead 
to a stagnant way of life, as they might not properly meet the needs of their unique context.  
122  Peter W. Marty, “Shaping Communities: Pastoral Leadership and 
Congregational Formation,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, 
and Christian Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Grand Rapids, MI: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 321. 
123 Dykstra, “Pastoral and Ecclesial Imagination,” 60. 
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these opens up persons and communities to think more deeply about how to be 
pursue a way of life abundant in their own unique contexts. It encourages critical 
reflection on how such a way of life can be shared “for the good of all creation.”  
“Growing in the Life of Faith” 
Dykstra and Bass frame much of their work around the ways in which 
Christian practices help shape a way of life. However, practices in any contexts—
if one is working from the MacIntyrian definition—carry forward certain ways of 
being in the world. Dykstra and Bass are religious educators and Christian 
practitioners.  As was noted above, part of what distinguishes them from 
MacIntyre, is their desire to “explore” how Christian practices contribute to “a way 
of life that takes shape in response to the active presence of God in and for the 
world.” 124  Life abundant arises out of a life of faith, while simultaneously 
cultivating it. Dykstra is particularly concerned with the practices that shape a way 
of life and contribute to faith and “growth in the life of faith.”125  
                                               
124 Dorothy C. Bass, "An Invitation," in On Our Way: Christian Practices for Living a 
Whole Life, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Susan R. Briehl (Nashville, TN: Upper Room Books, 
2010), 10. 
125 Dykstra, Growing in the Life,  41. 
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Bass affirms that “practices are necessarily social in character.” 126 
Understanding the communal nature of Christian practices is essential for a 
Christian practices approach to practical theology. One must always remember 
that Christian practices have a context, the Church. For Dykstra, “The Church, as 
a community in the power of the Spirit, has over the course of its history learned 
to depend on the efficacy of certain central practices and disciplines in nurturing 
faith and growth in the life of faith.”127 A central theme that runs throughout 
Dykstra—and by extension Bass—is that Christian practices bear witness to a way 
of knowing that contributes to the life of faith.128 This life of faith, this “new life,” 
is a gift of God in which the Christian participates. As Dykstra asserts, “Faith 
issues in—even propels us into—a life of faith in which we come more and more 
to participate in the new life God has given us.” 129 Participation in this life of faith 
leads one also to a divine way of life, participation in God’s own activities.  
Participation in the Practice of God 
                                               
126 Bass, Christian Formation, 27. 
127 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
128 Concerning Dykstra’s perspective on how “people come to faith and grow in a 
life of faith” see, Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 44. 
129 Craig Dykstra, "What is Faith?: An Experiment in the Hypothetical Mode," 
in Faith Development and Fowler, ed. Craig Dykstra and Sharon Parks (Birmingham, AL: 
Religious Education Press, 1986), 251. 
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At the center of this way of life abundant, this life of faith, is a realization 
that through Christian practices one participates in the activities (practices) of 
God.130 Participating in Christian life towards which these practices orient, in a real 
sense for Dykstra and Bass, is to participate in the practice of God in the world. 
Through these practices one acts cooperatively with God’s own act. In doing so 
one also participates in the “transformative love” of God. Concerning this Bass 
indicates, 
In its fullest expression, such a way of life makes of Christians a body that 
shares in, and shares with others, the creative and transforming love of God 
for all the world. Further, it is God’s own merciful and unbreakable 
participation in the life of the world through Jesus Christ that sustains this 
body and opens this way of life. This is a way of life abundant—a way that 
bears the kind of life Jesus said he came to bring (John 10:10).131 
                                               
130 Though this sentence is equating the activities of God with the practices of God, 
an important clarification is needed. God, being immaterial does not “act” as creatures do. 
In chapter two, the discussion of Eastern Christian theology and spirituality in the 
writings of Maximus the Confessor will offer some valuable insights into what 
participation in the practice of God can mean theologically. It will show that it is possible 
to signify an equity between God’s activities and God’s practices, because God only acts 
in the world through God’s own Uncreated Activities. Here, term “activities” is used to 
translate ενέργειες, which is often rendered energies in English. Chapter 3 will put 
forward these insights as a call for Bass and Dykstra to consider the deep theological and 
spiritual significance of participation. As this chapter, and chapter 3 will note, such 
language, though not present in Bass and Dykstra, resonates well with their work, and 
can extend it into broader conversations about theology, spirituality, and mysticism. 
131 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 22. There is some connection between Dykstra 
and Bass’ thought on participation in God’s own practice in the world and the Orthodox 
Christian notion of theosis—particularly in the writings of Maximus (as will be seen in 
chapter 2). However, the way that the formers describe it, is actually more closely related 
to the embodiment of theosis through the virtues in the writings of the latter. Ultimately, 
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The Christian practices approach to practical theology of Bass and Dykstra, views 
Christian practices as an extension of the life, ministry of Jesus Christ. Christians 
even become an embodiment of the life of Jesus in the world.132 The Christian 
community shares the abundant life, not only internally, but externally 
“satisfying” the needs of all.133  
Christian practices are essential to a way of life abundant. One could not 
hope to live a Christian life without them. Participation in the practice of God 
requires one to perform the activities of a way of life abundant. However, it would 
wrong to say that Christian practices allow for one to experience a spiritual 
awakening of some sort.  Neither would it be correct to think of them as obligations 
or duties one must perform to submit to God.  As Dykstra affirms, 
                                               
the use of the interpretive lenses of telos and skopós do not provide a means of perfectly 
categorizing different aspect of the thought of these authors.  Placing participation in the 
practice of God in this section has more to do with the way that Bass and Dykstra describe 
it themselves. It appears to be the culmination of a life of faith and the way of life 
abundant.   
132 Although it is not explicitly stated by them, Dykstra and Bass might even argue 
that the body of Christians, that is, the Church, is the very Body of Jesus in the world. The 
next chapter will discuss how, for Maximus, participation in the Church is to become 
joined to the Body of Christ—to be members of him and share in his own life. It is not 
totally clear here is Dykstra and Bass would take such language as literally as would 
Maximus—and Orthodox Christians by extension.      
133 For more on this see, Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 12-13. This is also significant 
as one considers the purpose (skopós) of Christian life and practice  
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Christian practices are not activities we do to make something spiritual 
happen in our lives. Nor are they duties we undertake to be obedient to 
God. Rather, they are patterns of communal action that create openings in 
our lives where the grace, mercy, and presence of God may be made known 
to us. They are places where the power of God is experienced. In the end, 
these are not ultimately our practices but forms of participation in the 
practice of God.134 
 
Two important aspects of this conversation emerge here. First, one performs these 
“patterns of communal action” to make space for God to “be experienced.” They 
do not force God’s hand, though.  Second, one participates in God through the 
performance of these practices because they are in themselves “forms of 
participation in the practice of God.”  
It should be noted that it is not just the practices that make this way of life 
possible. If one considers that through these activities persons and communities 
participate in God “creative and transforming love,” it should come as no surprise 
that it is God who initiates a way of abundant life. Bass notes, “a life-giving way 
of life is a way of freedom made available only and entirely by the grace of God. 
Its source is not our own righteousness but that of Jesus Christ, who was given to 
                                               
134 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
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and for the world out of God’s deep and inexplicable love.”135 It is God’s grace that 
opens one up to participation in the practice of God. 
Participation in the practice of God, for Dykstra and Bass is a spiritual 
activity; that is to say that it happens through the Grace of the Holy Spirit. 
Christian practices form people into “habitations of the Spirit.”136 This is because, 
as Dykstra notes, “at the most basic level, Christian practices are not our own but 
God’s.”137 Bass and Dykstra affirm “doing these things together” Christians “hope 
to become more receptive to what God is already doing to sustain and redeem the 
world.”138 Elsewhere Dykstra states, “In the Spirit, we participate in Christ’s living 
work in the world, which is at once a present foretaste and a sure promise of the 
ultimate defeat of every power of death and destruction.”139 In the Spirit, these 
activities make present the telos of Christian life and practice. However, one might 
ask: How is it possible to know that one is participating in the practice of God? 
                                               
135 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 27. 
136  Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
137 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195. 
138 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195. 
139 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 27. 
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Can one really be certain that one is manifesting the telos in the present? This is 
where the next lens, skopós (immediate purpose), becomes important.   
Skopós: The Purpose of Christian Practices 
This approach to practical theology seeks to make sense of Christian life by 
conceptualizing the relationship practices have to the larger framework. It seeks 
to answer questions like: How can one understand something as broad and 
unwieldy as a way of life, or a concept as elusive as participation in the practice of 
God, in lives of everyday practitioners? What are some signs that one is 
authentically actualizing a way of life abundant, growing in a life of faith, or truly 
participating in the practice of God? With eyes focused on something as 
conceptually distant as the telos of Christian life and practice, it can be challenging 
to see what it looks like embodied here and now. If a way of life abundant and 
ultimately participation in the practice of God are the telos of Christian life and 
practice according to this approach, how might one understand the more 
immediate purpose? Through the lens of skopós it is possible to bring one’s 
attention to the more immediate manifestations of the telos of Christian life and 
practice.  In the Christian practices approach of Bass and Dykstra, some recurring 
themes—purposes perhaps—emerge. The first, is meeting fundamental human 
needs. Then, the notion of the virtues, which is intimately connected to the 
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embodiment of practical wisdom.  Finally, they highlight how Christian practices 
orient towards the knowledge of God. For Dykstra and Bass practical wisdom and 
knowledge of God are two central aspect of the cultivation and passing on of 
faith—a primary concern of both scholars.   This section, will offer a discussion of 
these four purposes in an effort to better conceptualize Christian practices in 
relationship to the telos as a way of life abundant, growth in faith, and participation 
in the practice of God.  
“Fundamental Human Needs” and Christian Practices  
For one to live-well in any age requires the meeting of certain fundamental 
human needs.140 Dykstra and Bass (together with those at the Valparaiso Project) 
often make a clear distinction between the perceived needs emerging out of 
cultural forces external to communities of faith such as media, markets, and “the 
achievement-oriented lifestyle”141—as Dykstra names it—on the one hand, and a 
                                               
140 This is a common expression utilized by proponents of a Christian practices 
approach to practical theology.  Most authors, particularly Dykstra and Bass, will 
explicitly identify it a central purpose of Christian practices.  
141 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 86. The way of life abundant that Dykstra and Bass 
champion stands in stark contrast to the message of much of contemporary culture.  For 
example, Bass notes,  
The words that reject the heavily-marketed telos of material abundance and 
reframe the world are spoken by Jesus in the Gospel of John: “I came that they may 
have life, and have it abundantly.” Parabolically evoking a scene in which sheep 
seek shelter within an enclosure, going in and out to graze, Jesus says in a rapid 
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“fundamental human need” on the other. Contemporary culture(s) often leaves 
people “very confused” about what they really need. It is “a culture where a 
plethora of dubious ‘needs’ are constantly being constructed and marketed.”142A 
significant aspect of Christian practices is their ability to open the eyes of 
practitioners to discern the difference; “Christian practices helps us to reflect 
theologically on who people really are and what we really need,” “they make us 
think about who we truly are as they created and newly created children of God”143  
As Christians begin to perform Christian practices, they come to find that 
the wisdom of Christian practice provides a wellspring of resources to meet 
authentic human needs. As Dykstra and Bass note, “Practices address fundamental 
needs and conditions through concrete human acts…they provide concrete help for the 
                                               
burst of metaphors that he is both the gate and the shepherd. The abundance he 
offers is a pasture—a living pasture, perhaps, a sheep’s version of living water 
(John 4:10) and living bread (John 6:51)—that provides not only nourishment but 
also the presence and care of a good shepherd. This shepherd knows these sheep, 
and they know him and recognize his voice. Under his watchful care, moreover, 
the sheep dwell together in a single flock. For the sake of these sheep, the shepherd 
is willing to lay down his own life (John 10:1–18). (Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 
35.) 
Christian life, accordingly has a countercultural teleology, but one that addresses the 
hungers and innate desire for connection for which people long. 
142 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
143 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
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flourishing of humanity and the rest of creation. Each is the human place where 
people cooperate with God in doing what needs to be done.”144  Elsewhere they 
submit that, “The wisdom about fundamental human needs that is embedded in 
historic Christian practices can be a profound resource for contemporary people 
who seek to sustain a measure of freedom within the prevailing economic culture, 
where ‘needs’ for specific, often branded, material products seem to multiply as 
global markets expand.”145 The way of life abundant towards which Christian 
practices aim, is not simply an alternative lifestyle. More significantly it is a means 
by which one is able to reorient one’s attention from “life-styles of abundance” “to 
ways of life abundant.”146  
Christian practices, as they are understood by Dykstra and Bass, address 
needs that are not unique to this era, “conditions fundamental to being human,” 
such as “embodiment, temporality, relationship, the use of language, and 
mortality”147, “the need to learn” “or to gain material sustenance, know another 
                                               
144 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, "Times of Yearning, " in Practicing Our Faith: 
A Way of Life for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass, 2010), 6-7. 
145   Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 23. 
146 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 16. 
147 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 22. 
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person intimately, care for the earth, or encounter strangers without harm.”148 
These needs “appear in every life and every society.” Bass maintains, “These are 
things that all people—not just those who are Christian—do, so basic are they to 
who we are as human beings.149 However, there is a strong inclination in those 
who follow a Christian practices approach to understand practices and the needs 
that they fulfill in relation to a larger Christian worldview—how things “really 
are” and how Christian practices might respond to God’s call.  Bass concludes, 
“What has been important to Christians over time—and what we now long for in 
our own day—is to do these things in ways that embody God’s justice and 
compassion for all.” 150  
Through Christian practices, Dykstra and Bass maintain, fundamental 
human needs are not met in lives of those who perform them alone.  They reach 
outward to a world in great need.151 In a sense, Christian practices are not all that 
different from other socially motivated practices. However, Christian practices, 
                                               
148 Bass, "An Invitation," 11. 
149 Bass, "An Invitation,", 11. 
150 Bass, "An Invitation,", 11. 
151 Bass writes, “Christian practices are given to Christian people so that we might 
become light and yeast beacons and agents of God’s justice, mercy, and love tor all.” Bass, 
On Our Way, 15-16. 
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have a nuanced intentionality. Bass asserts that she and Dykstra, have been “most 
interested in those basic social practices in which people in every time and place 
necessarily engage in one way or another, by virtue of their humanness, and to ask 
how the Holy Spirit transforms such practices as communities take up a shared 
way of life as disciples of Jesus.”152 The practices themselves are “responses to 
fundamental needs and conditions that exist in every culture emerge through 
concrete actions that are inextricably interwoven with substantive convictions 
about how things really are within a world created, redeemed, and sustained by 
the Triune God.”153 These practices contribute to “ways of life that are abundant 
not in things but in love, justice, and mercy.”154 Dykstra and Bass affirm, “That 
such a way of life—right down to the specific words, gestures, and situations of 
which it is woven—finds its fullest integrity, coherence, and fittingness insofar as 
                                               
152 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31. An underlying aim, and the unique 
contribution of this project is to provide a theological argument for the inclusion of new 
practices—ones which arise spontaneously in a community, that are neither Biblical or 
with a significant historical significance to the Christian tradition—as partially 
constitutive of a way of life. Chapter 3 will further clarify the distinction between this and 
what this chapter has highlighted in the work of Bass and Dykstra. Chapter 5 offers an 
example of such a spontaneous arising of a new practice—dog breeding, raising, and 
training—at the Communities of New Skete.   
153 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31. 
154 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 16. 
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it embodies a grateful human response to God’s presence and promises.”155 If an 
essential purpose of a Christian practice is to meet fundamental human needs, 
Bass and Dykstra are wise to highlight these important aspects of them. 
Furthermore, there is space in their vision for new practices to emerge in the 
context of these communities. Nevertheless, their works remain focused on 
practices that are easily recognized as significant in Christian history. This project 
seeks to ask: How might one recognize a practice that spontaneously arises in a 
community as a Christian practice? 
Virtue and Christian Practices 
 As Dykstra and Bass developed their understanding of practices in 
conversation with MacIntyre, it is no surprise, therefore, that some engagement 
virtue(s) will arise out of the study of Christian practices. MacIntyre, a virtue 
ethicist, is very interested in the role that practices play in the cultivation of moral 
character—the virtues. Embedded in his definition of a practice—which is picked 
up to some degree by Dykstra and Bass—is the potential to embody the virtues. 
They hold that, 
As clusters of activities within which meaning and doing are inextricably 
interwoven, practices shape behavior while also fostering practice-specific 
knowledge, capacities, dispositions, and virtues. Those who participate in 
                                               
155 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 16.  
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practices are formed in particular ways of thinking about and living in the 
world.156 
 
Reflecting on practices in this way, can “connect” faith with “daily life.” Dykstra 
and Bass also note that it can “open a path of spiritual formation: taking part in 
practices that have been shaped by the Christian community over the centuries in 
response to God, we develop virtues and experience growth in our spiritual 
lives.”157 
An aspect of MacIntyre’s definition that Dykstra and Bass carried over to a 
Christian practices approach is that practices possess “standards of excellence.”158 
However, such “standards” are not just excellences in moral character. Rather, 
they permit “the light of God to shine” on the things that Christians do together 
over time “in response to God’s activities.” 159  MacIntyre’s perspective on the 
virtues would see the virtues in relation to moral formation through the 
performance of certain established practices. Dykstra and Bass, on the other hand, 
                                               
156 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant”, 29. 
157 Dorothy C. Bass, preface to the 1997 edition of Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life 
for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 
xxvii. 
158 Cf. MacIntyre, After Virtue. 
 
159 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 7. 
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would emphasize that Christian practices are actually the embodiment of God’s 
own practice in the world.160 Thus, the standard of excellence that they possess—
that is, the virtues that can arise out of their performance—are in some sense 
manifestations of God’s practice in the world through them.  
Inasmuch as practices bear standards of excellence, there is “virtue” in 
doing them. One need not, and likely should not, perform a Christian practice for 
its possible “outcome,” though.  Dykstra and Bass remind their readers that,  
Oddly, however, [practices] are not treasured only for their outcomes. Just 
taking a full and earnest part in them is somehow good in itself, even when 
purposes that are visible to the human eye are not achieved. If one patient 
dies unrelieved in spirit as well as body, do healers abandon the practice 
when the next patient needs help? No, they do not, for they understand 
what they do as part of the practice of God. They are doing it not just 
because it works (though they hope it does) but because it is good. The 
observable outcome is, in a sense, beyond them; a different satisfaction 
comes just from taking part.161 
 
                                               
160 In chapter 2, this is an important aspect of an Orthodox Christian perspective 
on virtues. It is quite prominent in the writings of Maximus the Confessor. However, the 
concept is expanded beyond God’s activities, to include God’s energies, or God’s very 
presence. Maximus writes, “anyone who through fixed habit participates in virtue, 
unquestionably participates in God, who is the substance of the virtues.” (Maximus the 
Confessor, On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The Ambigua, trans. Nicholas Constas 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 103.) Thereby making the virtues the 
embodiment of theosis—or “divine-human communion.” cf. Hamalis and Papanikolaou, 
"Toward a Godly Mode," 274. 
161 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 7. 
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One performs a Christian practice from this perspective because it is good in itself 
to do. It is good to do because practitioners understand that in these activities one 
participates in the activities of God in the world. For Dykstra and Bass, it is God’s 
presence in these activities that makes them good.  
 In their research, Dykstra and Bass seek to offer a lens with which to view 
Christian life and practice that allows for communities of faith to think deeply 
about what they are doing and why they are doing it.  It is a process of practical 
discernment of sorts.162 Understanding that there is a standard of excellence, a 
virtuous mode of performing Christian practices, means that communities and 
their members must always be aware how they are performing these activities.  
Dykstra and Bass note that “this process is important,” “because practices are so 
spacious and flexible, we need to be prepared to think about what it means to do 
them well rather than badly.”163 Although Dykstra and Bass insist that one hopes 
that practices will become a habitus, it is not enough to do the practices, one must 
always seek to do them well and with intention. If not, there is a possibility that 
potentially transformative activities could become rote.  
                                               
162 Dykstra and Bass write, “Practices, therefore, have practical purposes: to heal, 
to shape communities, to discern. Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 7. 
163 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 8. 
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Certainly, virtues emerge out of the performance of Christian practices. It 
can be seen as an essential purpose of the performance of practices such as keeping 
Sabbath.164  Understanding this connection can also prove a powerful tool in the 
critical reflection on the practices themselves. Are the practices leading those who 
perform them to their intended end (telos)? The presence of the virtues is a good 
indicator that one is living life abundant, growing in a life of faith, and ultimately 
participating in God’s own activities—as the virtues themselves are the attributes 
of God, the fruits of the Spirit, and the assurance of God’s presence in the activity. 
Virtue becomes a sign that one is entering into a new mode of knowing—acquiring 
wisdom in practice.  
Practical Wisdom and Christian Practices 
 In a Christian practices approach to practical theology, certain ways of 
knowing are emphasized. Christian practices lead to several types of knowledge.  
Dykstra and Bass, and those who engage in the study of Christian practices, stress 
the role that such activities play in the cultivation of practical wisdom. Phronesis,165 
                                               
164 See the section on keeping Sabbath in Bass, below.  
165  Miller-McLemore notes, “Practical theologians teach a practice with the 
expectation that participation in that practice will cultivate the kind of knowledge, 
phronesis, that deepens students’ capacities for further participation in the practice.” 
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, “Practical Theology and Pedagogy: Embodying Theological 
Know-How,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, and Christian 
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or practical wisdom, is a central theme in virtue ethics—it is certainly present in 
MacIntyre. It is a form of embodied knowing that emerges out repeated 
performance of certain practices. In MacIntyre, it is what constitutes the moral 
reasoning that communities of practice transmit from one generation to the next. 
It is not a form of doctrinal knowledge passed on by texts and teachings, but an 
experiential wisdom that is communicated in the very way of life out of which it 
emerges.  For Bass, “The Christian community over time has developed embodied 
wisdom and ways of living in time upon which she can draw and in which she 
can participate.”166 Practical wisdom is what members of a community of practice 
can draw on individually or collectively in order to meet the needs of the 
contemporary context. 
 Not surprisingly, Dykstra and Bass bemoan the loss of practical wisdom. 
So much time and energy are spent communicating information (doctrinal, moral, 
                                               
Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 180. It should be noted that Dykstra 
“redefines” practical wisdom in much of his work. Borrowing from MacIntyre, Dykstra 
sees Christian practices in relationship to a communal way of life. This moves somewhat 
beyond the conceptions of “practical reason or intellectual virtues, such as phronesis or 
techne.” See, Bonnie J. Miller-McLeomore, "Disciplining: Academic Theology and Practical 
Knowledge," in Christian Practical Wisdom: What it Is, Why it Matters, ed. Dorothy C Bass 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016), 203. 
166 Bass, Practicing our Faith, xix. 
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Biblical), that one can quite easily lose sight of this other pivotal ways of knowing. 
Likewise, one can fail to see the role that certain communal activities play in 
cultivating practical wisdom.  Bass comments that there are certain ways of 
“knowing the world,” which “shape the faithful action of disciples” that emerge 
only through “participation in Christian practices.”167  
Despite human limitations, “participation in shared practices within a way 
of life given by and responsive to God sometimes becomes the soil in which 
Christian practical wisdom grows, even while oriented toward the good of all and 
bearing kinship with the practical wisdom of other communities.”168 In fact, God 
works through these limitations (lack of time, insufficient strength and virtue, 
human fragility, etc.).169 As Bass declares, “God finds surprising ways to work in, 
through, and in spite of the fragile and finite efforts of those who respond to God’s 
active presence not only for themselves but also for the whole world.” 170  
                                               
167 Dorothy C. Bass, Kathleen A. Cahalan, and Bonnie J Miller-McLemore, Christian 
Practical Wisdom: What it Is, Why it Matters, ed. Dorothy C. Bass (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016), 12. 
168 Bass, Cahalan, and Miller-McLemore, Christian Practical Wisdom, 10. 
169 Cf., Practicing our Faith, xxi. 
170 Bass, Practicing our Faith, xxi. 
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As Christians participate in a way of life abundant, the activities they 
perform contribute to ways of deep knowing. Unlike other communities, Christian 
communities of practice seek not only practical wisdom for ways of living in their 
particular context—their way of life is “not arbitrary or indiscriminate.” 171 Instead, 
the Christian way of life “has emerged and continues to emerge—haltingly at 
times, but sometimes in great bursts of new life—among people drawn together 
by God’s promise and presence.” 172 Christian seek not only to live well, but to live 
well in response to God’s call. God, in Christ, has ushered in a way of life 
abundant. Certainly, this way of life has been manifested in communities of 
practice in varied contexts. Bass reminds her readers that, “Over the centuries, 
communities that were like these in their deepest source and purpose have taken 
shape in Syrian deserts, European cities, African townships, American suburbs, 
and other places all over the world.” 173  Nevertheless, each community 
communicates certain embodied wisdom from one generation to the next in the 
form of a way of life that emerges in a unique and unrepeatable way. In these 
                                               
171   Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 22–23. 
172   Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 23. 
173  Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 23. 
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communities, and through the practices that they perform, another type of 
knowledge arises as well.  
Knowledge of God 
 Dykstra and Bass affirm that “knowledge of God is available through 
participation in Christian practices.”174 As one performs Christian practices, one 
gains access to this way of knowing. This because practices “involve a profound 
awareness, a deep knowing: they are activities imbued with the knowledge of God 
and creation.” 175 Dykstra and Bass argue,  
It is precisely by participating in Christian practices that we truly come to 
know God and the world, including ourselves. When we participate over a 
long period of time in addressing fundamental human needs in the light of 
and in response to God’s active presence in the life of the world, we grow 
into a double-sided knowledge of God and ourselves.176 
 
Dykstra and Bass here indicate that, in some sense that the knowledge that 
emerges out of Christian practices is multifaceted, layered, “double-sided” as they 
put it.  It is not simply that one come to know things about God in any “coherent” 
way, or even that one becomes aware of God’s presence in the practice—though 
                                               
174 Dorothy Bass, “Forward to the Second Edition,” xv. 
 
175 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 24-25. 
 
176 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 24.   
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both do happen. Through such practices, one begins to see one’s relationship with 
God, and God’s relationship with the world.  Dykstra continues, “This knowledge 
is not first and always articulate and ordered; many worthy practitioners would 
be unable to offer a coherent theology. Rather, this knowledge has first to do with 
knowing that the world and oneself belong to God, who is present and active in 
certain ways.” Through Christian practices one comes to the knowledge that God 
actively engages with the world. Thus, as Dykstra puts it, “to grow in this kind of 
knowledge is also to grow in trust, generosity, and freedom as a practitioner.”177 
This of course is connected closely to the ideas that emerged in the section on telos. 
As one comes to grow in trust, one also begins to grow in faith, as these two are 
intimately connected.178 
                                               
177 Ibid, 24-25. In the next chapter, one will begin to see some resonance between 
what Dykstra and Bass write about knowledge of God and the types of knowledge in the 
writings of Maximus. These are not of course direct correlations. Instead they are 
significant points of convergence. Chapter 3, will flush out some of the nuances between 
these perspectives.  
178 In Greek, pisti, the word often translated as faith or belief, really is closer in its 
usage to the idea of trust.  To have faith in something is to trust in it.  Trust indicates a 
relationship. One would likely not trust someone one does not know.  This also indicates 
another level of knowledge that is present in the writings of Maximus, and to some extent 
in the writings of Dykstra and Bass—though in a somewhat subdued form in the latter 
two—namely, knowledge through participation in God.   
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Just as Christian practices bear within them a certain practical wisdom, an 
embodied knowing, so too do they bear knowledge of God. The section on the telos 
of Christian life and practice noted that communal activities have as their final aim 
participation in the practice of God. Inasmuch as Christian participate in God’s 
own practices through the performance of communal Christian activities, they also 
are able to have authentic experience of God, which one might call real knowledge 
of God. Bass and Dykstra confirm this when they indicate, “the specific practices 
by which we respond to God’s grace—practices such as prayer, forgiveness, and 
hospitality—bear knowledge of God, ourselves, and the world that cannot be 
reduced to words, even though words are often indispensable in helping us to 
learn and participate faithfully in them.”179 Again, similar to the practical wisdom 
that can emerge out of the performance of Christian practices, knowledge of 
God—not just information about God, but authentic, experiential, participatory 
knowledge of God—can be the fruit of such activities.  
One participates in the “redemptive activity” of God through Christian 
practices. In doing so, one comes to know God. God becomes manifest in one’s 
life. Dykstra articulates this beautifully when he writes,  
                                               
179 Bass and Dykstra, ed., For Life Abundant, 358. 
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Practices…place people in touch with God’s redemptive activity…put us 
where life in Christ may be made known, recognized, experienced, and 
participated in.  They are a means of grace, the human places in which and 
through which God’s people come to faith and grow in the life of faith. 
From its own history and experience, the church knows that such practices 
enable the community and its people as individuals to continue their 
experience with God made present in Word, in sacrament, in prayer, and 
in the community’s life in obedience to its vocation in the world.180  
 
Practices together form a way of life that open one up to a deepening knowledge 
of God, which in turn brings about growth in faith,181 a more authentic expression 
of life abundant, and more complete participation in the activity of God. With a 
better understanding of the telos (aim) and skopós (purpose) of Christian practices, 
the next section will present a more complete picture of practices themselves. 
Praxis, Practices—Historic and Contemporary—as Ordinary and Extraordinary 
Acts of the Life of Faith 
Much has already been written about Christian practices in this chapter. 
However, most of what preceded this point views Christian practices from an 
ethereal vantage point, focusing on ultimate aims and immediate purposes, but 
                                               
180 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 43. 
181  About the connection between Christian practices, growth in faith, and 
knowledge of God Dykstra  see, Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 19. His perspective also 
connects to what was discussed above concerning practical wisdom.  
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with little attention given to their more mundane aspects.182  This section will 
attempt to bring the conversation down to earth a bit more through a discussion 
of how Christian practices function within daily life. This will emphasize the 
contextual-groundedness of Christian practices—whether historical or 
                                               
182  Christian practices have a great depth to them. Oriented properly, they 
contribute to the purposes and aims of Christian life and practice. The usher in a way of 
life abundant. The offer opportunities to grow in a life of faith. However, as Dykstra 
maintains, it is not enough to know the connection between a practice and its aim. One 
must actually practice it.  About this see Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 44.  
Likewise, Dykstra and Bass remind their readers that practices are embodied most 
mundane of forms. Concerning this they write,  
When people engage in a practice, they don’t just talk about it, though words often 
play an important part. People at practice do things. They make gestures and touch 
one another. They raise their voices in song and open their arms in welcome. They 
recruit the ordinary physical stuff of nature into the practice. Practicing 
forgiveness, for example, the members of some churches wash one another’s feet, 
remembering how Jesus washed the feet of his disciples on the night before his 
death (John 13:1–14). They do it tenderly, but with bodies as well as spirits: water 
ends up on the floor, backs get sore, trousers get soggy, bunions are there for 
anyone to see, and someone has to launder the towels afterward. Similarly, those 
who enter the Christian practice of dying well hold the hands of those who face 
death or bring casseroles to the bereaved. In Christian practices, oil is rubbed in, 
food is set out, water is splashed, embraces are shared. Every practice is made up 
of many small gestures like these. (Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 9.) 
Understanding the unspoken, yet embodied nature of practice, moves the discussion from 
ethereal musings to the stuff of everyday life.  
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contemporary. Likewise, it will split its focus on how both the ordinary and 
extraordinary acts that Christians do together function in a way of life abundant.183 
Definition of Practice 
In order to fully appreciate the role that practices play in relation to the telos 
and skopós of Christian life, one must consider the definition from which Dykstra, 
Bass, and the Valparaiso Project proceed. “Christian practices are things Christian 
people do together over time to address fundamental human needs in the light of 
and in response to God's grace to all creation through Christ Jesus.” They are 
“complex” and “thought-full,” “learned,” “taught” and performed in community 
both within the church and without. They emerge “out of the past” and “shaped 
by us for the future.” They are formative and informative. Together they constitute 
a way of life.184 
In their chapter, “A Way of Thinking About a Way of Life” in Practicing Our 
Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People, Bass and Dykstra lay out a clear account 
of what a Christian practice is. A Christian practice 1) “Addresses fundamental 
                                               
183  This distinction will be important for the conversation between Bass and 
Dykstra and Maximus the Confessor, in chapter 3.  
184  These defining characteristics of Christian practices come directly from the 
Practicing Our Faith website sponsored by the Valparaiso Project. See, Practicing Our 
Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
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needs and conditions of human beings and all creation through practical human 
acts”185  2) “Involves us in God’s activities in the world and reflects, in the way we 
participate in the practice, God’s grace and love” 186 3) ”Is important in Scripture 
and in the ministry of Jesus” 187  4) “Is historical; it has arisen from the living 
traditions of Christian faith and has taken numerous forms in the past and in 
various cultures around the world, and it is able to adapt to carry living tradition 
into new times and places” 188 5) “Embodies what we believe and strengthens our 
beliefs by grounding them in daily life experience” 189 6) “Is social: each practice 
must be learned from others and belongs to the community as a whole, even 
though individuals sometimes engage in the practice by themselves” 190  7) “Is 
thought-full: each practice relies on distinctive wisdom, knowledge, virtues, and 
skills, and doing the practice well over time nurtures the wisdom, knowledge, 
                                               
185 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, "A Way of Thinking About a Way of Life," 
in Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass, 2010), 204-205. 
 
186 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 204. 
 
187 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
188 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
189 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
190 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
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virtues, and skills on which the practice relies” 191 8) “Is done within the church, in 
the public realm, in daily work, and at home” 192 9) “Can become distorted and 
corrupted, and so is open to criticism and reform” 193 10) “Comes to a focus in 
worship” 194 11) “Is a gift to which we respond in gratitude, not a task we do only 
out of duty” 195 14) “Together with other practices, is part of a way of life that  
participates in the active Life of God for creation, for our neighbors, and for 
ourselves.”196   
Some of these defining characteristics could stifle some of the creative, 
dynamic aspects of a way of life abundant. Chapter 3 will discuss the need for 
broadening the definition of Christian practices through an emphasis on the 
purpose and aim of an activity, as opposed to some of the characteristics listed 
above. This will be particularly important when considering traditions—like 
                                               
191 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
192 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
193 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
194 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
195 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
 
196 Dykstra and Bass, "A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
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Orthodoxy—in which Christian practices have not lost their prominence to the 
ravages of time. As will become apparent in Chapters 2 and 3, historically 
grounded traditions can hold on to the traditional practices—usually in inherited 
forms—but fail to preserve the traditional purposes and aim, that made them 
Christian activities in the first place. 
 Christian practices, understood properly, are not only “things Christian 
people do together over time,” although that is part of the definition proffered by 
Dykstra and Bass. They are also the “ideas,” “images,” the “knowing, thinking, 
and believing” that arises out of their performance. 197 For this reason, Dykstra and 
Bass emphasize the role that thoughtful engagement in practices plays in their 
authentic performance.  Those elements of faith and life, borne by Christian 
practices, are central to them. 
 Interestingly, it is the multilayered and multifaceted nature of Christian 
practices that makes them such rich topics of study. They are small, easy to 
manage, but hold within themselves a depth. In many ways, for Dykstra and Bass, 
Christian practices are the co-inherence of meaning and act. Concerning this they 
advocate for:  
                                               
197 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, xx. 
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A concept of practices that allows us to draw together under a single rubric 
ideas and activities of many kinds, and the fact that this move gives us a 
concept of manageable size is only one reason for doing so. Even more 
important is the fact that such a concept enables us to recognize the practical 
and theological kinship of certain beliefs, virtues, and skills with certain 
behaviors, relationships, and symbols, because all of them contribute to 
building up a recognizable, and finally coherent, Christian practice.198 
 
As one draws out a single practice according to this conceptualization, one opens 
up to the profundity that it bears. 
 It is not enough that a practice has depth, however. They also have breadth. 
They are expansive. They can take many forms and emerge in different contexts.199 
Thus, the profundity of Christian practices also arises out of their capacity to meet 
fundamental human needs broadly. Dykstra and Bass observe that, “A practice is 
a practice in our meaning of the term only if it is a sustained, cooperative pattern 
of human activity that is big enough, rich enough, and complex enough to address 
some fundamental feature of human existence.” 200 
Dykstra and Bass also assert that Christian practices also “have a normative 
dimension that is thoroughly theological in character.”201 They bear within their 
                                               
198 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 18–19. 
199 This will be expanded upon in the section on morphé, below.  
200 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 22. 
201 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 22-23. 
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depths a “normative understandings of what God wills for us and for the whole 
creation and of what God expects of us in response to God’s call to be faithful.” 202 
Above it was noted that Christian practices address fundamental human needs. 
Dykstra and Bass recognize that the needs that Christian practices address are 
fundamental to the human experience; however, their understanding of human 
beings emerge out of a confessional perspective.  Certainly, not all of these needs 
are the fruit of an embedded Christian theological anthropology. The practice of 
hospitality for instance meets a fundamental human need to feel welcomed, 
embraced, loved.  It is not only the desire to meet these needs that motivates 
Christian to perform the practice of hospitality, however. Dykstra and Bass 
suggest that, 
Normatively and theologically understood, therefore, Christian practices 
are the human activities in and through which people cooperate with God 
in addressing the needs of one another and creation. Because these people 
have done certain things together in the light of and in response to God’s 
active presence, they have in a sense shared in the practices of God, who 
has also honored the human body, embraced death, and rested, calling 
creation good. And the other practices are like this, providing concrete help 
for human flourishing that is informed by basic Christian beliefs about who 
human beings really are and what God is doing in the world.203 
 
                                               
202 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 22-23. 
203 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 22-23. 
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God is at work in Christian practices and practitioners are participating in the 
activity of God through them. Inasmuch as Christians participate in the practice of 
God in the midst of the world through them these activities are also theophanies 
(revelations of God). Thus, they bear theological truth, because God is manifested 
in the world through them. Both experientially and through the intention that 
“people cooperate with God in addressing the needs of one another and 
creation,”204 through them. 
Although Dykstra and Bass focus their attention on Christian practices, their 
work engages with social activities that are common to the human experience also.  
Some practices, like worshiping God in Christ through the Spirit, “telling the 
Christian story,” reading and interpreting scripture, are quite clearly Christian. A 
Christian would recognize them as common to the Christian life. However, just as 
many of the fundamental human needs that Christian practices address are 
common to the human condition, so too are some of the practices that they address 
common to human life.  The Valparaiso Project, for example, intentionally chose 
                                               
204  Bass asserts, “In the midst of [practices], our preconceptions, our sense of 
righteousness, and even our bodies may shatter to pieces. Suffering that of others, our 
own, and even the pain of a wounded creation— will be unavoidable. Again and again, 
this way of life passes through the valley of the shadow of death. Yet these same places 
can become sites of communion with God, other people, and creation, sites where Gods 
shalom erupts into the world.” Bass, "An Invitation," 11-12. 
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to emphasize those practices that are normative for human beings in all contexts. 
“Honoring the body,” “shaping communities,” “household economics,” 
“hospitality,” and “saying yes and saying no,” are all examples of things that 
human beings do together in many contexts.205 Dykstra and Bass state that they 
“have been most interested in those basic social practices in which people in every 
time and place necessarily engage in one way or another, by virtue of their 
humanness.” 206  They are “basic social practices” for sure. However, Bass and 
Dykstra also “ask how the Holy Spirit transforms such practices as communities 
take up a shared way of life as disciples of Jesus.” 207 Practices “cut across every 
realm of life.” They are practices that everyone does, and yet Dykstra and Bass 
wonder what it means to perform them in a Christian way. How can such acts also 
be Christian? The answer to this question speaks to an underlying reason that 
Dykstra and Bass chose to understand Christian practices in this way. They insist 
that viewing Christian practices in this manner, 
                                               
205 To this list they also add, “living in time (embracing daily, weekly, and yearly 
rhythms of rest and worship); telling stories (testimony); caring for one another in injury 
and illness (healing, pastoral care); and procuring and using material goods (stewarding 
the resources of domestic, congregational, societal, and planetary households).” Bass, 
“Ways of Life Abundant,” 32. 
206   Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31. 
207   Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31. 
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resists parochialism while also insisting on the irreducibly local, close-at-
hand quality of each practice within a given setting. It also honors God’s 
active presence as a gift to the whole world, not just to, for, or in the church, 
and it tries to show how the many different things that people actually do 
might add up to a coherent and meaningful whole that gets embodied in a 
shared way of life.208 
 
Interestingly it is not so much what is being done, but who is performing the 
activities and for what aims and purposes. In fact, it appears to be these underlying 
factors that make a practice Christian in the first place.  Are Christians performing 
them? Is God acting through them? Does it meet fundamental human needs in 
accordance with the theological perspective of the Christian tradition? Do they 
contribute to a way of life abundant? If so, then even ordinary activities can be 
Christian practices.209  
Practices and a “Way of Life Abundant” 
Ultimately, for Dykstra and Bass, Christian practices contribute to a way of 
life abundant, a life of faith, a life marked by participation in the activity of God. 
Certainly, taken together Christian practices form a way of life that actively 
                                               
208   Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31–32. 
209 This is an important point, central to the central aim of this project. Chapters 3 
and 4 will expand on this idea to show how new practices can emerge in traditional 
contexts and yet be Christian in their aim and purpose. Chapter 5 will offer an example of 
such an activity in the life and practice of the Communities at New Skete.   
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responds to God’s call. 210  However, it is not enough to perform communal 
Christian activities and expect abundant life. As Dykstra remarks,  
[Christian] practices all involve multiple levels of complexity and broad 
ranges of participation. It takes time and experience. …We mature in faith 
and in the life of faith as our participation in these practices involves 
increasingly broad, varied, and complex dimensions, and when the 
activities we engage in become increasingly wide-ranging in their context 
and impact.211 
 
One cannot hope to cultivate a new way of life overnight. A single practice could 
take a lifetime to master, if it ever is. A collection of eclectic activities can only 
become a way of life through the trial and error of the daily performance. It is the 
                                               
210 Bass notes the connectedness of particular practices writing, 
Indeed, the practices are inextricably interwoven at every turn: walk down the 
path of one practice, and you’ll soon discover that it intersects with all the others. 
Practice doing justice; see how this impacts the practice of making a good living, 
and be summoned to know and love your neighbors of other faiths. Discern God’s 
call regarding what you will do with your life, and find yourself immersed in 
studying Christ and the world. Share your life with friends, and get together to 
sing your life to God with all the breath in your God-given body. No practice can 
exist alone, even though each practice does emphasize a specific dimension of the 
whole. (Dorothy C. Bass, "An Invitation ," in On Our Way: Christian Practices for 
Living a Whole Life, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Susan R. Briehl (Nashville, TN: Upper 
Room Books, 2010), 12-13.)  
It is the interconnected and intersectional nature of the breadth of Christian practice that 
allows Christian activities to form a way of life and a life of faith.  
211 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 44. 
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quotidian nature of Christian practices that allow them to constitute a way of life212, 
rather than comprise a checklist of activities that must be performed.  
Ordinary Practices 
Sometimes as one begins to consider Christian practices, one’s mind begins 
to race towards those practices that are extraordinary213—that is, activities that 
may or may not be particularly Christian, but are outside the normal scope of 
human activity. One might consider the feats of the greats of Christian history. 
Radical self-denial, lengthy periods of intense prayer, liturgy, sharing the Gospel, 
philanthropy, working towards justice, and peacemaking are just some examples 
of practices that can seem exceptional, that is, outside the mundane flow of 
everyday life. A closer look at the role of these more extraordinary practices will 
follow, but first it is of great importance to remember that Christian practices, as 
Dykstra and Bass define them, also encapsulate the more ordinary activities that 
comprise daily life. One of the more refreshing aspects of a Christian practices 
                                               
212 Bass affirms, “Attention to practices is helpful because it makes a way of life, 
which is a very big thing, more visible and more open to engagement, criticism, and 
transformation. Noticing, understanding, and living specific practices require us to see 
and do things that are of immense importance to the way of life in and for the world to 
which people of faith are called.” Bass, "An Invitation ," 10. 
213 This tendency is important to the discussion of Orthodox Christian spirituality 
and theology in chapter 2.  
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approach is the emphasis it places on the quotidian aspects of Christian life and 
practice. Practices “are very down-to-earth.”214 They need not be exceptional to 
contribute to abundant life. Practices like honoring the body, talking, saying yes 
and saying no, household economics, hospitality, are just as significant in the 
extraordinary practices in the cultivation of a way of life abundant. 215 
It is important to remember that viewing “the ordinary as Christian 
practices” allows one to “perceive” how “daily life” is “all tangled up with the 
things God is doing in the world.”216 They also reveal the mundane quality that a 
way of life abundant often has. Through the ordinary activities that Christians do 
together they are participating in the activities of God in the world. Bass and 
Dykstra maintain, “when we set ordinary daily activities in this context, they are 
                                               
214 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 9. 
215 Christian practices are charismatic, in the truest sense of the word. They are 
divine gifts. They both require real practice, to better actualize them, but more importantly, 
they require an open posture. The Practicing Our Faith Project notes that, 
Christian practices can be understood not as tasks but as gifts. Within these 
practices, we do not aim to achieve mastery (e.g., over time, strangers, death, 
nature) but rather to cultivate openness and responsiveness to others, to the 
created world, and to God…Christian practices add up to a way of life. They are 
woven together: if one is missing, all are distorted in some way. On the other hand, 
because they are woven together, any one practice can become a gateway into the 
whole way of life.” (Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.”) 
216 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning,” 8. 
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transformed, and so are we. A meal becomes a time of forgiveness. A day of leisure 
becomes a day of contemplation. An illness turns into an experience of solidarity 
with the poor. An occupation becomes a vocation. Giving becomes an expression 
of gratitude. A burial becomes a time of thanksgiving.”217 The ordinary activities 
become moments of divine encounter, they contribute to the growth in the life of 
faith. They open practitioners up to knowledge of God. They cultivate virtue and 
practical wisdom. All the while, they are particularly well-suited to meet 
fundamental human needs. This is because, “all human beings necessarily rest, 
encounter strangers, rely on one another's help when ill, and so on.” 218 Ordinary 
practices, though very much “earthy,” are moments of great Mystery; they are 
sacred. To “embrace Christian practices” is to “engage in these fundamental 
human activities in the light of God's presence and in response to God's grace is it 
is known in Jesus Christ.” 219  
Sometimes the practices that one perceives as extraordinary, have at their 
core a more mundane meaning. For example, a complex of practices like 
asceticism, might not require as great feats like those one reads about in the lives 
                                               
217 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 8. 
218 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
219 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
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of desert ascetics in the Early Church. Dykstra notes briefly that the practice of 
saying yes and saying no is what actually constitutes asceticism.220  This is an 
important reminder to consider the deeper wisdom of Christian practices—a 
wisdom that is at times simpler than perhaps one might expect. Christian practices 
are complex and expansive in their expression,221 but they are not complicated. 
Most of the time complications arise when one fails to see the depth found in the 
ordinary because one is seeking the extraordinary. Bass assures that “when we see 
some of our ordinary activities as Christian practices, we come to perceive how 
our daily lives are all tangled up with the things God is doing in the world.” 222  
Extraordinary Practices 
 Although ordinary practices contribute to a way of life and growth in the 
life of faith, one must not neglect the extraordinary practices that Christian 
communities perform as well. To say that a practice is extraordinary is not to say 
that it is profoundly out of the ordinary. Instead they are activities that draw 
                                               
220 This nuance provides important complexity to the discussion of asceticism that 
will take place in chapter two in the discussion of Orthodox spirituality and the writings 
of Maximus the Confessor. Maximus, an ascetic, speaks frequently about certain forms of 
ascetical practices, but does not draw out this central aspect explicitly.  
221 This will be drawn out below in the section on form.  
222 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 8. 
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practitioners out of their quotidian commitments to do something that is not 
required for either physical or spiritual subsistence. Extraordinary practices as 
they are found in Dykstra and Bass are those practices that are not fundamental 
human practices—they are not things that everyone does by virtue of being 
human, though they are performed to meet fundamental human needs.  Human 
beings communicate with one another (talk), organize their time, participate in the 
economic structures of their own context, some raise children, etc. These are 
common, ordinary, practices that all human being perform. Bass and Dykstra 
invite their readers to consider the ways in which ordinary practices are also 
activities that respond to the call of God in the midst of the world. Considering 
these practices does not negate the value of the extraordinary practices, that are 
not extrinsic to life, but certainly reflect a certain Christian worldview and require 
a bit of intentionality to perform them—as they are not necessarily normative for 
all persons.  
Two types of extraordinary Christian practices appear in the writings of Bass 
and Dykstra. Although, they are not explicitly identified as such in their writings, 
the distinction is useful as a means of reflecting on the different practices they 
discuss. The first type of extraordinary practices refers to those activities that are 
inherently Christian.  These include: “telling the Christian story,” “interpreting 
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and reading the scriptures,” “witnessing together,” worshiping and praying to 
God in Christ.223 The second type of extraordinary practices refers to practices that 
not fundamental human practices, but are also not performed by Christians alone. 
These include confessing and forgiving, philanthropy, “working for justice,” “co-
suffering,” “co-struggling,” and peacemaking. One need not be Christian to 
perform these, but in a Christian context they are performed as a response to a 
particular Christian call.  
Dykstra and Bass also note that liturgy functions as a model for all practices, 
both ordinary and extraordinary. In worship, Christians “use the familiar elements 
of everyday life—food, water, oil, embrace, word—to proclaim and celebrate what 
God is doing in the world and in our lives.” 224 Liturgy is a reminder that the 
mundane is simultaneously sacred. Dykstra and Bass assert,  
In liturgy at its best—in the common work of the people assembled to hear 
the Word of God and celebrate the sacraments— the meaning of all the 
practices appears in a form that is thick and tasty, darker and richer than 
what we get in most everyday situations. In Holy Communion (or, as it is 
also called, the Lord’s Supper or the Eucharist), every one of the Christian 
practices finds guidance. The worshipers experience the extravagant 
hospitality of God at the table and commit themselves to extend God’s 
                                               
223  These practices share some commonalities with non-Christian religious 
practices, so it might also be helpful to call them religiously oriented, extraordinary 
practice.  
224 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 9. 
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welcome to others; they collectively say no to what is harmful and yes to 
what is resurrection. 225 
 
Thus, there is a sense in which liturgy reflects the whole of Christian life and 
practice. In its most perfect expression, it reveals what all other practices ought to 
be.226 
Practices are Historical and Contemporary 
In making the connection between liturgy and other practices, one might 
become aware that there is a certain balance between the historical and the 
contemporary for those who employ a Christian practices approach. Bass notes 
“The practices that pattern a life-giving way of life belong to a large, historically 
extended community, and they include movements that are shared by others 
within a diverse society.” 227  Christian practices—as practices according to the 
definition employed by Dykstra and Bass—have their roots in Christian tradition. 
They are performed over time. One who begins performing a Christian practice 
“finds” that one is “part of a community that has been doing this thing for 
                                               
225 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 9-10. 
226 In this perspective, Dykstra and Bass find resonance with Orthodox Christian 
ecclesiology, particularly how such an ethos is articulated in the writings of Maximus the 
Confessor. This will become clearer in chapter 2, and expounded upon in chapter 3.  
227Dorothy C Bass, "On The Bearing Of A Living Tradition," Religious Education 98, 
no. 4 (2003): 509. 
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centuries—not doing it as well as it should, to be sure, but doing it steadily, in 
conscious continuity with stories of the Bible and in frequent conversation about 
how to do it better.”228 However, Dykstra and Bass also remind their readers that 
they “join by jumping in where [they] are.” 229  It is only in the midst of the 
performance that one finds “that a practice has a certain internal feel and 
momentum,” that it “is ancient.” In this it is “larger” than any one person. “It 
weaves [one] together with other people in doing things [no one] could do alone.” 
Nevertheless, “each practice is also ever new, taking fresh form each day as it 
subtly adapts to find expression in every neighborhood and land.”230 
Christian practices stand the intersection of the past and the present. Bass 
contends that they “bear wisdom that has been and continues to be embodied in 
the actual life together of Christian people across many generations and 
cultures.” 231  A Christian practice “Is historical; it has arisen from the living 
traditions of  Christian faith and has taken numerous forms in the past and in 
                                               
228 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 7. 
229 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 7. 
230 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 7. 
231 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 29. 
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various cultures around the world, and it is able to adapt to carry living tradition 
into new times and places.”232 Bass also insists that,  
Because communities engage in given practices in a wide range of 
circumstances, the variety and creativity in precisely how they are 
performed in specific settings is enormous. Because communities engage in 
these practices forever imperfectly—faltering, forgetting, even falling into 
gross distortions—theological discernment, repentance, and renewal are 
necessary dimensions of each practice and of the Christian life as a whole.233 
 
The capacity for renewal and adaptation integral to all practices allow 
communities of practice to consider the best way to perform an inherited activity. 
They can find ways to perform Christian practices in contextually relevant ways, 
without distorting the essential elements of the practice itself. This will become 
clearer in the next section on morphé, or the forms that a practice can take.  
Morphé/Form: The Outward Expressions of Christian Practices 
 Practices, as Bass and Dykstra understand them, are dynamic. They can be 
expressed in as many forms as contexts in which they are performed. They “cut 
across every realm of life—public policy, family life, a congregation, and more—
and each also has distinctive roots in Scripture.” 234  With such an expanse of 
                                               
232 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 205. 
233 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 29. 
234 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 31. 
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potential contexts “people need to craft the specific forms each practice can take 
within their own social and historical circumstances.” 235  The way that 
communities practice hospitality, keep Sabbath, offer testimony, and even conduct 
Christian education, are all determined by the context in which they are 
performed. A Christian practices approach “thus requires attention to the concrete 
and down-to-earth quality of the Christian life”236 in whatever context they find 
themselves. The sections that follow will further develop how Bass and Dykstra’s 
thought describes the morphé, or outward expression, of Christian practices.  
Outward/Concrete Expression of Christian Practices as Contextually Determined 
Christian practices come together to form a way of life.237 Dykstra and Bass 
remark that a way of life is multifaceted, “made up of a constitutive set of 
practices.”238 The Christian practices approach “breaks a way of life down into 
parts that are small enough to be amenable to analysis, both in relation to 
                                               
235 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” Dykstra and Bass note, 
“Because the circumstances in which human beings live are always concrete, conflicted, 
and in flux, those who seek to live faithfully must necessarily wonder where and how to 
discern the specific shape that a way of life abundant might take in a given time and 
place.” Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 15–16. 
236 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
237 Cf. Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 18. 
238  Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 18. 
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contemporary concerns and as historic, culture-spanning forms of Christian faith 
and life.” 239  In this understanding, “A practice is small enough that it can be 
identified and discussed as one element within an entire way of life.”240 Looking 
at practices in this way, reveals the unique aspects of each practice. Nevertheless, 
a particular practice is manifested “in many different spheres of life.” 241 Bass and 
Dykstra write, “Practices are not too small: each Christian practice is large enough 
to permit us to draw together the shards and pieces of particular understandings, 
beliefs, events, behaviors, actions, relationships, inquiries, and skills into sets that 
are capacious and cohesive enough to show how they might guide one into a way 
                                               
239  Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 18. 
240 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
241 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” The Valparaiso project’s 
website also offers this example,  
the Christian practice of hospitality has dimensions that emerge as (1) a matter of 
public policy; (2) something you do at home with friends, family, and guests; (3) a 
radical path of discipleship; (4) part of the liturgy; (5) a movement of the innermost 
self toward or away from others; (6) a theme in Christian theology; and probably 
much else. Thinking about this one practice can help us make connections across 
spheres of life-connections that often get disrupted in our fragmented society. For 
example, reflection on the Christian practice of hospitality would provide a way 
of exploring the relations between spirituality and social justice.”(Practicing Our 
Faith, “What are Christian Practices.”) 
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of life.”242 They permeate all aspects of life, inclining one towards a unified way of 
life, while individually only representing one part of that whole.  
Many of the practices that authors employing a Christian practices 
approach discuss “are practices that human beings simply cannot do without, 
particularly at this time in history.”243 This is not to say that the practices are 
conceptually new, or not found in the Christian tradition—the section on the 
historicity of Christian practices above explains why. Instead, these authors are 
trying to show how now, as in every age, Christians need to engage in practices in 
forms that will allow them to respond to God’ call in their unique contexts.  
As Christian begin to think about the ways in which they can engage in 
practices in forms relevant to their context, they can also “create an environment” 
“in which people may come to faith and grow in life in Christ.”244  It also cultivates 
a space in which Christians can reflect deeply and theologically on Christian 
practices to see how God is present in these activities.  
Some General Remarks 
                                               
242  Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 18. 
243 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, xxvii. 
244 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
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 Thus far, this chapter has attempted to provide an account of the Christian 
practices approach to practical theology of Bass and Dykstra. Employing the 
interpretive lenses of telos, skopós, practice, and morphé, adds texture to the reading 
of their work. The lenses allow the reader to focus on underlying, not-always-
explicitly-stated ideas that permeate the work of Bass and Dykstra. For example, 
reading their work through the lenses of telos and skopós allows the reader to note 
an ultimate orientation of Christian practices and to recognize that there are 
certain, more immediate purposes to these practices—which indicate that the 
ultimate aim is manifesting in the present. Likewise, naming the distinction 
between practices and their outward expression, allows the reader to see more 
clearly, what can be adapted or innovated (form), and what tends to remain 
constant (practices).  
Although Dykstra and Bass only explicitly talk about Christian activities as 
practices and the particular telos for which they are performed, viewing their work 
through the two additional lenses provides some texture to the discussion of 
Christian practices arising from their work.  As one reflects on what has been 
written thus far, one will notice that the lenses do not provide totally distinct 
perspectives. They overlap. They intersect. They interplay. This is important 
because the point of this chapter was not to make any categorical claims about the 
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authors’ thoughts or the approach that they employ. Instead it was to offer breadth 
to the conversation. These lenses, and the themes that they highlight, surface 
important aspects of the conversation. The sections that follow, will also show how 
interconnected each of the themes are, and how the lenses, in the end, simply 
reveal the different ways in which these authors engage in their discussions 
around Christian practices. What has been written already was by no means meant 
to be exhaustive. Instead, it was an invitation to think more deeply about Christian 
practices and how they shape Christian life.  
Concrete Examples in the Writings of Dykstra and Bass 
 Having spent most of this chapter discussing Christian practices more 
theoretically, it is important now to show how Dykstra engage with actual 
practices. This section will narrow the scope of the discussion to concrete practices. 
There are many options that emerge out of the Christian practices approach to 
practical theology, even if the conversation was limited to the writings of Dykstra 
and Bass. To bring a greater depth to this discussion, it will highlight two 
practices—one of particular significance to Dykstra and one to Bass respectively.  
Dykstra, a religious educator, understands religious education as a practice 
in according with his definition. Thus, the section dedicated to his work will focus 
on his explorations of the practice of religious education. Whereas Bass, as scholar 
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of Christian history by training—who seeks always to learn from the past for the 
sake of the present—writes frequently about practices with deep historical roots. 
This section, will focus on her writings on Sabbath-keeping as a Christian practice. 
Structurally, the discussion will be framed by the four lenses that have brought 
shape to this chapter (telos, skopós, praxis, morphé). It will utilize the different themes 
that correspond to each of these lenses as guideposts for navigating the ways in 
which these authors write about their respective practice.  Thus, when considering 
the telos of either religious education or Sabbath keeping, this segment will draw 
out the ways that the themes of “a way of life abundant,” “growth in the life of 
faith,” and “participation in the activity of God” manifest themselves in these 
concrete practices. Likewise, for skopós, it will highlight the themes of practical 
wisdom, meeting of human needs, knowledge of God, and Virtue. And so forth 
for praxis and morphé. In taking this approach, the hope is that a more complete 
picture of how Christian practices function in Dykstra and Bass, in anticipation of 
the conversation in the chapters that follow. 
Dykstra on Religious Education as a Christian Practice 
Craig Dykstra is a Christian religious educator who amongst other things, 
is interested in the scholarly exploration of religious education broadly. It was his 
efforts to better understand the way in which traditions communicate faith that 
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led him to the conception of Christian practices highlighted in this chapter. 
Interestingly enough, for Dykstra, religious education is a practice in accordance 
with the definition he advances in a number of his scholarly work.  The paragraphs 
that follow will offer a closer look at the practice of religious education as it 
appears in Dykstra’s writing.  Rather than following the structure of the previous 
section—beginning with telos and ending with morphé—this section will begin 
with the ways in which Dykstra discussed religious education as a practice. Then 
it will highlight the ways in which morphé, skopós, and telos appear in his 
discussions on religious education. 
Dykstra’s engagement with Christian practices emerges out of his scholarly 
reflection on religious education. His work, Growing in a Life of Faith, draws 
together themes from a series of interconnected articles he published over the 
course of his career. It functions in an interesting manner in relation to the larger 
discussion of this project. He is writing about a model of religious education that 
prioritizes Christian practices as a means of communicating faith (as a life). 
However, religious education is itself a Christian practice. It adheres to the criteria 
laid out by Dykstra and Bass in a number of their works. Religious education “is 
something that people do for and with one another. And, at its best, it is always a 
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disciplined practice.” 245 It is performed with “purpose” and “intention” and is 
“imbued” with “thought” and “reasons.” 246 This section will provide an account 
of Dykstra’s vision of religious education as it corresponds to the definition of a 
Christian practices approach. 
Christian practices are communal in nature. They take place in community. 
“Coming to faith and growing in faith” Dykstra notes, “takes place in the context 
of community.”247 Religious education, as a Christian practice, is no different. It 
seeks to share the “beliefs, values, attitudes, stories, rituals, and moral practices of 
a faith community.” 248 All of these are communicated in the practices of the faith 
community itself. Thus, in a sense, the Christian practice of religious education, 
for Dykstra, is simply the intentional highlighting of something that happens 
naturally in the context of Christian community.  
The Forms that Religious Education Can Take 
It is important to remember that Dykstra and Bass warn that a Christian 
practice “can become distorted and corrupted” and thus must also be “open to 
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criticism and reform.”249 This means that Dykstra maintains that communities of 
faith must always be aware of the way they are expressing the practice of religious 
education in their unique contexts. For Dykstra, religious education is dynamic in 
form. Christian communities, and the people that comprise them, perform the 
practice of religious education in an expression consistent with the paradigms in 
which they find themselves. A Christian practices approach to practical theology 
emphasizes the value of contextually relevant forms.  
It would not make sense to perform any Christian practice in a way that 
does not emerge naturally out of the context in which it is being performed. It runs 
the risk of not connecting with those performing it. As has already been indicated, 
part of the task of religious education is the communication of other practices that 
constitute a way of life abundant. Thus, the practice of religious education more 
broadly must find ways of communicating the practices and forms that are unique 
to the particular community. Yes, communities might engage in the practice of 
educating their members in the ways of hospitality, but it would be foolish to try 
to teach it in a form that does not reflect its expression in the context of the that 
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community—that is to say, in a way that speaks to the lived reality of a particular 
community.  
Skopós and Telos 
Although some of the practices that Dykstra names are particular to 
Christianity 250 —at least in their specifics—there are many practices that are 
universal. Practices like Hospitality, philanthropy, working towards justice, are 
certainly things that Christian have done together over time, but so have others. 
Religious education, in this regard, is no different. Dykstra asserts, 
Religious education normally takes place within and from the point of view 
of particular religious faiths and communities. Thus we have Christian 
religious education, Jewish religious education, Islamic religious education, 
and Hindu religious education, and so on. Within each such religious faith 
may usually be found some constellation of normative images of maturity 
in that faith’s way of life. 251  
 
If religious education is not inherently Christian, how can it be seen as a Christian 
practice? If one considers carefully what has been said already, the answer to this 
question is multifaceted and dynamic. Certainly, religious education is Christian 
                                               
250  Dykstra names practices like “sharing the Christian story,” “reading the 
scriptures,” “interpreting the scriptures” as Christian practices. Dykstra, Growing in a Life 
of Faith, 42-43. These in their particular content are Christian. They revolve around 
uniquely Christian concepts. One could argue that these practices, understood more 
broadly could be religious practices in a general sense. One would simply need to replace 
the adjective “Christian” with some other religious tradition.  
251 Dykstra, "What is Faith,” 252-253. 
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when it is performed by Christians. However, one cannot neglect the reality that 
Christians do not perform Christian activities aimlessly or without purpose. 
Practices are performed purposefully. The sections that follow will provide a 
glimpse into the ways in which Dykstra understands religious education as a 
Christian practice that contributes to common Christian purposes and aims. 
The Purpose of Religious Education 
As is likely clear by now, for Dykstra, the practice of religious education is 
multifaceted. It is both a particular Christian practice among many and the means 
by which one communicates the whole way of life/life of faith that is itself 
comprised of a complex of practices and the collection of practices themselves.  The 
section above on skopós in a Christian practices approach, indicated that Christian 
practices, according to Dykstra and Bass, share a series of common purposes—
practical wisdom, meeting fundamental human needs, knowledge of God, and 
virtue were highlighted. This section, will present some of the ways in which these 
themes emerge in the Dykstra’s writings on religious education.  
Practical Wisdom 
 Dykstra and Bass affirm that Christian practices bear practical wisdom. He 
moves beyond the Aristotelian preoccupation with “practical reason or intellectual 
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virtues, such as phronesis or techne” 252  and even ‘MacIntyre’s ‘historical-moral 
claim’ to make ‘epistemological-theological suggestions’” 253  about the type of 
practical wisdom that emerges in the performance of Christian practices. Christian 
religious education, as a Christian practice, seeks to imbue both the religious 
educator and those being educated with wisdom that arises naturally out of the 
performance of it. Dykstra understands the communication of practical wisdom 
as a central task of religious education. Religious education in and through 
Christian practices reveals that practical wisdom comes to light out of the very 
way of life constituted by these activities.  
Virtue 
Significantly, this way of knowing is not only a practical wisdom concerned 
with answering questions about how to live and act. It is also wisdom about that 
cultivates faith—wisdom about God. It is theology. The failure to recognize this is 
a deficiency of contemporary theological education. Concerning Dykstra’s take on 
this Bonnie Miller-McLemore writes,  
Ultimately, if practices are so constitutive of Christian faith as well as 
human subjectivity and community, then they must occupy a more central 
place in the theological curriculum. Dykstra refers to Farley’s own recovery 
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of theology as habitus — a “cognitive disposition and orientation of the 
soul” — but he enriches it by locating this knowledge within a “profound, 
life-orienting, identity-shaping participation” in practices of the gospel and 
by including an array of human intelligences in addition to linguistic and 
logical reason. “Theology as wisdom . . . includes,” in his view, “not only 
insight and understanding but also the kind of judgment, skill, 
commitment, and character that full participation in practices both requires 
and nurtures.” His use of Jeffrey Stout’s example of baseball makes 
especially clear that “some of this knowledge is entirely somatic.”254 
 
The type of knowing that develops out of Christian practices, that religious 
education as a Christian practice hopes to communicate, is an embodied knowing. 
It is an embodied knowing of God, the self, the world, and an intrinsic 
understanding of how one ought to respond circumstances of life. Ultimately all 
of this constitutes Dykstra’s perspective on virtue.  Virtue is more than moral 
character. It is a way of embodying abundant life, a life of faith, and participating 
in God’s own activities.  
Meeting Fundamental Human Needs 
 Dykstra believes that fundamental human needs are not limited to those 
needs that would be recognized by all people in every context. He writes from a 
Christian paradigm; thus, his understanding of the human being is shaped by a 
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(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016), 204. 
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certain theological anthropology. Furthermore, as noted above, these needs stand 
either outside, or in contrast to, what many would claim as fundamental human 
needs. He affirms that religious education meets a fundamental human need for 
balance, for “resources adequate for dealing with our personal and cultural moral 
ambiguity” 255, for “meaning” 256, for a “coherent, thoughtful” 257  account of God. 
 Dykstra describes these needs as a hunger.258 It is a “spiritual hunger.” He 
argues that, “It is a hunger that I think may be met, at least in part, by a truly 
theological education in Christian practice.”259  People are tossed about by the 
worlds in which they live. They “contend” with “principalities and power.” 260 
Dykstra writes, “The hunger each of us senses is a hunger to understand what that 
contending is about, what it consists of, and what it means for our lives.” 261 It is a 
hunger for the wisdom that emerges out of Christian life and practice.  
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Thinking about the life of faith in terms of the practices that comprise it, led 
Dykstra to the conclusion that education in this life requires not just the 
communication of ideas. Instead, he affirms that one must be schooled in the 
practices of the way of life. People hunger to “participate in those forms of 
learning, inquiry, and life together” 262  they open one up to encounter deep 
spiritual experience.  
 Religious education in a Christian practices approach allows one to see how 
each of the practices one performs contributes to meeting fundamental needs. In 
doing so it seeks to satiate the hunger for spiritual experience, meaning, and 
purpose. Simultaneously, as anyone who has been a religious educator knows, the 
search for and communication of religious faith itself satiates this hunger as well. 
It certainly opens one up to better self-knowledge. Likewise, both the religious 
educator and the student, come to a deeper knowledge of God through the 
experience of religious education.  
Knowledge of God 
For Dykstra faith in God and knowledge emerge in practices because God 
is present in these practices.  As one performs Christian practices one comes to 
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know God. The practices themselves are the activities of God in the world—as 
Dykstra and Bass frequently remind their readers. Religious education in a 
Christian practices milieu seeks to provide opportunities for people to encounter 
the God who acts in the midst of these activities. Abundant life, a life of faith, is 
the participation in the activities of God. The performance of such activities, 
educates practitioners not only in the ways of a particular religious tradition—
though this is one aspect of religious education. It also provides the opportunity 
for real encounter with God—such that leads to knowledge of God. This is not 
knowledge that can be told, but knowledge that arises on in the midst of 
participation in abundant life—divine life.  
The Ultimate Aim of Religious Education 
Much of Dykstra’s work on Christian practices revolves around the ways 
in which communities of faith can more authentically utilizes these activities to 
educate people about a way of life abundant, that contribute to a growth in a life 
of faith, and which ultimately allow for the participation in the practice of God in 
the world. 
“A Way of Life Abundant” 
 Religious Education contributes to abundant life in two ways in Dykstra’s 
writing. First, Religious education, as was mentioned above, is itself a Christian 
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practice—one of many that together form a way of life. In many communities, 
religious education is a central practice—performed regularly with much 
attention. As has been noted numerous times in this chapter, however, there can 
also be a tendency for religious education to emphasize information—beliefs, 
dogmas, scripture, morals—to the neglect of communicating a way of life through 
the cultivation of practical wisdom, cultivation of virtue, and even coming to know 
God in the activities of Christian faith.  
If one employs a Christian practices approach in their performance of 
religious education, the second way it contributes to life abundant becomes clear. 
Religious education from a Christian practices mode, reframes the activities that 
communities do together—emphasizing how each of them contribute to education 
in a way of life abundant. This means that the members of a community must see 
that the practices they do together also are aspects of the way that they 
communally perform the practice of religious education. Concerning this Dykstra 
writes,  
The life of Christian faith is the practice of many practices, as individuals, 
we learn to participate in the whole large practice of Christian faith—this 
way of being in the world—through steadily and patiently learning and 
participating in each of the particular constituent practices. Thus it is on the 
particular practices that we as educator can most fruitfully focus if 
education in faith is our aim. 
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This allows them not only to form a way of life with intention, but also begin to 
contribute to the growth in faith of its members.  
“Growth in a Life of Faith” 
 Religious education, as one might expect, aims at the authentic 
communication of faith. Faith, as this chapter has attested to, is not a static series 
of tenets, to which one adheres, or rules that one must observe. It is a dynamic way 
of life abundant. Religious education, from the perspective of a Christian practices 
approach to practical theology, seeks to provide a means of growth in faith and 
the life of faith. Growth implies maturity. One matures in one’s faith.  As Dykstra 
puts it, “The notion of maturity in faith implies a corresponding notion of growth 
or development toward it.”263 
Certainly, religious education, in Dykstra’s estimation, happens in many 
forms. It emerges in communities of faith as they attempt to manifest a way of life 
abundant. The performance of Christian practices, in contextually relevant 
expressions, contributes to religious education, but is not an arbitrary thing. As 
noted above, in order for practices to accomplish their purposes and aims, the 
must be performed with intention. For Dykstra,  
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Religious maturity does not just come out of the blue or as a result of sheerly 
random experience. If it did, religious education would not be necessary. 
Thus, any religious faith community that involves itself in religious 
education assumes, at least implicitly, that maturity is something that one 
moves toward and grows into and that education is in some way an 
important and necessary element in that movement.264 
 
Thus, for Dykstra, it is impossible to isolate growth in faith from religious 
education. Furthermore, since he also sees all Christian practices and the way of 
life that they together comprise as essential aspects of religious education, it is also 
impossible to separate the communal activities performed by Christians from the 
life of faith. As one grows in a life of faith one also begins to see how God 
permeates the whole of Christian life and practice.  
“Participation in the Practice of God” 
Christian practices, whether ordinary or extraordinary, are ultimately the 
activities of God in the world. Religious education in a Christian practices 
approach, frames a way of thinking about the eclectic, but intentional practices 
that together form a way of life abundant, a life of faith that responds to God’s call. 
God calls all to participate in God’s own activities in the world.  
Dykstra insists that one of the major tasks of the religious educator is “to 
think about how to lead people beyond a reliance on ‘random acts of kindness’ 
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into shared patterns of life that are informed by the deepest insights of our 
traditions, and about how to lead people beyond privatized spiritualities into 
more thoughtful participation in God’s activities in the world.” 265  Religious 
educators are tasked with communicating not just religious facts or dogmas 
inherited from the past, but a whole way of life through which people can embody 
God’s own activities. This does not mean that educators do not transmit a 
multiplicity of knowledge—from both past and present. Religious education, for 
Dykstra, allows people to “[think about their] way of life as standing in dynamic 
continuity with [their] Christian heritage and with the worldwide church today 
opens fresh sources of insight into how to respond to the active presence of God 
for the life of the world.266 
The process is threefold in Dykstra’s estimation. First, religious education 
must make people aware of God’s presence in the world. Dykstra enters the 
conversation from a confessional perspective. For him, God acts in the world. 
Second, religious education must reveal the ways in which Christian practices 
allow practitioners to participate in the activities of God. Finally, religious 
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education is also the transmission of these very practices. Religious education 
includes teaching just how one ought to perform the practices that ultimately 
comprise a way of life abundant, a life of faith, and the participation in the practice 
of God. 
Bass on Sabbath as a Christian Practice 
Bass has written extensively on a Christian practices approach to practical 
theology; however, she is by training a scholar in the history of the Christian 
tradition. Her work often seeks to find ways of translating the wisdom of the past 
to meet the needs of the present. Central to any community, is the “way in which 
time is organized.” 267 Bass suggests that this is “so basic,” so bound up in the 
reality of community, “that most of us take the pattern we are used to for granted, 
as if it were self-evident that time must be arranged in this way.”268 However, Bass 
also puts forward a complexifying question: How does the way we organize time 
relate to a larger discussion of Christian practices? Her volume in the Practicing 
Our Faith Series, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time, is 
an attempt to answer this question. Although, she has written extensively about 
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Christian practices more broadly, and a number of practices in particular, it was 
important to focus on a particular practice in this section. Keeping Sabbath stands 
out in her writings on Christian practices both in the number of works devoted to 
it and the significance it appears to play in her own life of faith.269 The paragraphs 
that follow will offer an account of the practice of keeping Sabbath as it appears in 
the writings of Bass. It will adhere to the same structure as the section on religious 
education in Dykstra—viewing her writings on the Christian practice of keeping 
Sabbath through the lenses of practice, form, purpose, and aim.  
Keeping Sabbath as a Christian Practice 
Keeping Sabbath, according to Bass, meets all the criteria for the definition 
of a practice that she and Dykstra promote. “[It] is a complex pattern of human 
activity, engaged in with others over time, in and through which life together takes 
shape in response to and in the light of God's active presence for the life of the 
                                               
269 In several works Bass notes that the practice of Sabbath has had a profound 
impact on her own faith journey. She notes that in her childhood, “though not governed 
by strict rules, had the quiet atmosphere of a traditional Protestant sabbath, complete with 
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Bass, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time (San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 2001), 46. Later in her life she rediscovered the value that this practice has in 
the shaping of a way of life abundant, as communities and persons seek to grow in faith. 
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world in Jesus Christ.”270 It addresses “fundamental human needs,” namely, “the 
need for rest and communion with God,” 271  while “responding” to “God’s 
purposes for humankind.”272  
Keeping the Sabbath is social activity. Communities have engaged in it over 
time. It is historical inasmuch as it happens in time in particular contexts and has 
“endured over time, having emerged from centuries of enactment and 
experimentation to be freshly negotiated in the present.”273  The practice of keeping 
the Sabbath has its roots in the tradition (biblical and theological). As a practice it 
arose out of a Judaic context, like Christianity itself, and “It continues to stand at 
the heart of Jewish life.” 274 It is however, a very promising Christian practice. 
Given its “Jewishness”, Bass remarks that Christians who wish to engage in the 
practice, “have much to learn from Jewish practitioners.” 275  
Morphé: The Outward Expression of the Practice of Keeping the Sabbath 
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One might expect worship to be an integral way of keeping the Sabbath—
it makes sense given the manner in which Jews have kept the Sabbath since ancient 
times. Christians too, in keeping the Sabbath on the Lord’s Day, have incorporated 
worship into their Sabbath practices. Bass assures her readers that although this is 
important, it is not the only form keeping the Sabbath can take. 
Keeping the Sabbath, as a practice, is not reducible to one particular 
expression. Certainly, the Jewish Sabbath practices that arise from the Law and its 
commentators, present a particular way of performing Sabbath. However, Bass 
affirms that there is no one way to keep Sabbath. In an agrarian society, like the 
one described in the Bible, certain proscriptions made sense. Do the same 
proscriptions make sense in all contexts? Bass maintains that it does not. For 
example, in her own life Bass has practiced keeping Sabbath by “stepping out of 
the rat race of consumerism” through refraining from shopping on Sundays.276 
This might not be the first thing that comes to mind when one thinks of the practice 
of keeping Sabbath, but it reveals an important aspect of a Christian practices 
approach—namely, that the form which a practice takes, the way it is expressed, 
develops contextually.  
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One can keep the Sabbath in many ways—it can take many forms. For some 
keeping the Sabbath means limiting time spent on the internet. For other it is 
spending time with family. Bass discusses that even the environment needs a 
Sabbath rest. Referencing the work of Jurgen Moltmann, she notes that "The 
ecological day of rest should be a day without pollution of the environment—a 
day when we leave our cars at home, so that nature too can celebrate its 
sabbath."277Keeping Sabbath, like other Christian practices, is not limited to its 
historical expression. All practices are dynamic in this way.  
Keeping the Sabbath and the Purpose of Christian Life and Practice  
Practical Wisdom 
Bass calls keeping Sabbath, “a practice that bears pertinent wisdom for our 
time.” 278  It can usher in a new way of knowing, a new way of seeing, and 
ultimately a new way of living. She submits, “The practice of keeping Sabbath 
bears much wisdom for people seeking ways through the crises of these times and 
the stresses of contemporary life…Perhaps, as Sabbath keepers, we will come to 
live and know these truths more fully, and thus to bring their wisdom to the 
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common solution of humanity’s problems.”279  Keeping Sabbath can open one up 
to the wisdom that can transform not only their own lives, but in the lives of those 
by whom, one is surrounded. It can make one more aware of the needs of others 
and even the needs of the world. It can open one’s eyes to a more authentic vision 
of God. It might even elicit a transformation in character that orients one towards 
the end to which all are called. The paragraphs that follow will explore these 
themes in Bass’ writings.  
Meeting Fundamental Human Needs 
A central aspect of the meeting the needs of people is the recognition of the 
difference between perceived needs, that arise out of a culture of that prizes 
success, and fundamental human needs. Bass writes that people are “bombarded 
by messages that urge them to spend more (and so, ultimately, work more), to 
keep their homes cleaner (standards keep rising), and to improve themselves as 
lovers, investors, parents, or athletes.”280 With time so short and being pulled in so 
many directions, it is easy to see how people can lose sight of what is essential—
what is ultimately necessary. For Bass, the practice of keeping the Sabbath, is one 
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response to the needs of those struggling in the midst of the cacophony of day to 
day existence. 
As a Christian activity, keeping the Sabbath, provides an avenue for 
meeting fundamental human needs. Human beings tend to worry. They worry 
about the future, money, food, and time. Through keeping the Sabbath, one might 
open oneself to a peace that alleviates the besetting worry. Bass rightly affirms this 
when she proposes, 
In this situation, the historic practice of setting aside one day a week for rest 
and worship promises peace to those who embrace it. Whether we know 
the term Sabbath or not, we the harried citizens of late modernity yearn for 
the reality. We need Sabbath, even though we doubt that we have time for 
it.281  
 
The fundamental human need for peace, for rest, is essential to authentic human 
life. Nevertheless, there is always the underlying concern about not “having time” 
to do nothing. To rest, to take a step back and reflect on what lays before us, to 
consider the work of our hands is not a luxury—at least in a perfect world. It is 
foundational the very nature of reality. It is a divine activity. To keep Sabbath is 
also to share in the practice of God, who in the Judeo-Christian scriptures enjoys 
the Sabbath rest upon the completion of the creative act. (cf. Gen. 1-2) 
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 Reflecting on the practice of keeping the Sabbath, Bass also draws out an 
important aspect of its performance—namely, it requires a certain degree of 
privilege to keep Sabbath. She remarks, “those considering how more fully to 
embrace Sabbath should give close attention to the economic pressures that make 
a day of rest far more possible for some than for others.” 282 For some, a day of rest, 
though needed, is not possible given the economic constraints under which they 
find themselves. The ability to take a day of rest, particularly on the Christian 
Sabbath, is not feasible. In this regard, meditation on the practice of keeping the 
Sabbath also invites contemplation on issues of justice.  
 Although Bass cautions against overloading the Sabbath with acts of 
service, she does not discourage it outright. If reflection on Sabbath calls to mind 
those who are in need, then it makes sense that one might be inclined to offer their 
Sabbath for the sake of those who are oppressed, marginalized, in need—for God 
is the “Deliverer,”283 assures Bass. Instead of this, Bass suggests limiting practices 
that interfere with keeping the Sabbath. This does not mean that one forgets the 
insights about justice that arise out the practice. Rather, aware in a new way of the 
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fundamental needs of others, through Sabbath practices, one might be inclined to 
add other practices, like hospitality, working towards justice, serving those in 
need, etc., as additional aspect of a Christian way of life. 
Knowledge of God 
As Bass—together with Dykstra—repeatedly argues, as communities 
participate in Christian practices, mindful of God’s presence, “participating in the 
practice increases practitioners' knowledge not just of the practice but of the God 
to whom the practice responds, as well as knowledge of their own identity in 
relation to God.” 284 For Bass, the practice of keeping the Sabbath is no different. 
She holds that, “Keeping Sabbath, Christian practitioners come to know in their 
bones that creation is God's gift, that God does not intend that anyone should work 
without respite, and that God has conquered death in the resurrection of Christ.”285 
Bass invites practitioners to reflect on the knowledge of God embedded in the 
Sabbath keeping. Her words are a reminder that this practice, as with others, opens 
people up to deep theological knowing.  
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For Bass, the type of theological knowing that happens in the midst of 
performing a practice like keeping Sabbath, is not theoretical. Instead, it is 
experiential and relational knowledge. She indicates, “these practices can foster 
our capacity for attentive and loving relationships with God and one another.”286 
As one keeps Sabbath, one is also entering into a relationship with God—
encountering God. Reflection on this encounter, it seems, would be theology—
words spoken about God from experience.287  
Virtue 
Certainly, for Bass and Dykstra, excellence in the performance of an activity 
is one characteristic of any Christian practice. Frequently, in her accounts of the 
Christian practice of keeping Sabbath, Bass admits her own difficulties in 
performing the practices. An important aspect of Christian practice is the need to 
practice them to achieve a level of excellence. It takes time, effort, and a lot of failed 
attempts. Bass notes, that keeping Sabbath is a struggle against the pressures of 
                                               
286 Dorothy C. Bass, "On the Bearing of A Living Tradition," Religious Education 98, 
no. 4 (2003): 509. 
287  Concerning her work with Dykstra on this topic, Bass writes, “Within a 
Christian practice, Dykstra and I have argued elsewhere, practitioners acquire ‘a 
profound awareness, a deep knowing,’ because Christian practices as we understand 
them are ‘imbued with the knowledge of God and creation.’” Bass, "Christian Formation 
in and for Sabbath Rest," 35. 
  
  154 
daily life. Work does not end at 5 PM on Friday. Saturday does not always afford 
enough time to complete every task. Even an intention to keep Sunday holy, can 
be stifled by the preparations for the coming week. Yet Bass encourages her 
readers to persevere. Practicing the practice is all that one can do.  
 As one becomes more proficient at keeping Sabbath, one begins to see 
transformation happening in other aspects of life. Bass’s account reminds her 
readers that virtue emerges out of the sustained performance of Christian 
practices. A peaceful disposition can accompany the ongoing practice of rest. Joy 
can emerge from intentionally enjoying play, quiet, and the relationships that we 
cultivate during these times of rest. A gracious heart can be the fruit of prolonged 
periods of peace and joy. Compassion can arise out of the recognition of the 
privilege that one has to keep Sabbath—as so many cannot afford to take time. 
This can in return can encourage one to offer mercy and finally love to others and 
the very world. If these virtues are present, it is a good indication that one is 
entering into a new way of life abundant.  
Keeping the Sabbath and the Aim of Christian Life and Practice 
“A Way of Life Abundant” 
Bass notes that engaging in the practice of Sabbath, “can shape persons and 
communities in distinctive ways and foster a way of being in the world that spills 
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over to affect an entire way of life.” 288 Human beings exist in time. They make 
their way through the cycles of hours, days, weeks, months, seasons, and years. 
“Sabbath is a day,” notes Bass, “a certain day that shapes a weekly pattern.” 289 By 
setting aside time, or perhaps by establishing the way one moves through time on 
a foundation patterned after the practice of God, one sanctifies time, makes it holy. 
This is not only true for the time set aside for keeping the Sabbath. The whole of 
time, for Bass, is transformed by Sabbath.  
The practice of keeping the Sabbath contributes to the cultivation of a way 
of life that stands on the precipice of time and eternity. For it exists both in time as 
one day amongst the other six, and as the Eighth Day, the day of the new creation.  
It can offer to an otherwise monotonous existence, a dynamic, yet consistent 
rhythm that both establishes one on a particular way, and sets one free from the 
bondage to the hustle and bustle of life, opening the gift of new life in God. Bass 
notes, that in the Sabbath God not only “appears not as Creator” but also “as 
Deliverer, and Sabbath resonates with the song of freedom.”290  Elsewhere she 
                                               
288 Bass, "Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest,” 26. 
289 Bass, Receiving the Day, 55. 
290 Bass, Receiving the Day, 48. 
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declares quite beautifully, “When we keep a Sabbath holy, we are practicing, for a 
day, the freedom that God intends for all people.”291 
“Growth in the Life of Faith” 
The section above detailed the manner in which keeping Sabbath is one 
practice that together with others establishes a way of life. Such a way of life is 
informed both by the particular activities that communities perform together and 
the shared stories and beliefs that offer meaning to them. Belief informs the 
practices that communities perform as parts of a way of life, just as the practices 
inform the beliefs. Likewise, both beliefs and practices comprise a life of faith. 
However, such a life of faith does not emerge out of nowhere. Additionally, one 
can neither sustain this life of faith, nor expect it to growth without active 
engagement with it. As was seen in other sections of this chapter, practices, such 
as keeping Sabbath, naturally contribute to growth in life of faith, as long as one 
participates in them faithfully.  
In her article, “Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest,” Bass 
“considers” the ways in which “Sabbath observance” can function as an “element 
                                               
291 Bass, Receiving the Day, 63. 
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in forming and nurturing the faith of Christian persons and communities.” 292 
According to Bass and Dykstra, formation, or growth in a life of faith, happens, in 
part, through the performance of communal activities. They foster not only faith 
in particular Christian tenants, but also shape the way Christians engage in the 
world in response to and in relationship with God.  For Bass, Sabbath, in a 
Christian context, “offers” “a set of activities (or non-activities), done together 
week after week and century after century, that enact central Christian beliefs, 
shape specific patterns of communal life, and impart openness to the grace of 
God.”293 In framing time in a manner grounded in particular Christian beliefs, the 
Sabbath can shape the way of life of members of the community. Keeping Sabbath, 
as a practice, takes this one step further, by incorporating this particular activity—
in contextually relevant forms—that both emerges out of and contributes to the 
growth in a life of faith.   
“Participation in the Practice of God” 
Viewing any practice through the lens of telos, reveals that ultimately that 
they are all opportunities to participate in the activity of God. Keeping Sabbath is 
                                               
292 Bass, "Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest,"  26. 
293 Bass, "Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest,” 26. 
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a practice of particular note because of the rich scriptural and theological 
significance of the practice. Remembering the Sabbath is to keep God’s 
commandment. Bass writes,  
The Exodus commandment to “remember” the Sabbath day is grounded in 
the story of creation. The human pattern of six days of work and one of rest 
follows God’s pattern as Creator; God’s people are to rest on one day 
because God did. In both work and rest, human beings are in the image of 
God. At the same time, they are not God but God’s creatures, who must 
honor God by obeying this commandment.294  
 
For Bass, the practice of keeping Sabbath deeper that fulfilling the requirements of 
God’s commandments. In the Book of Genesis, keeping Sabbath is amongst the 
first activities that God performs. God speaks, God creates, and God rests. To keep 
Sabbath is to imitate God. Bass notes that in keeping Sabbath “Our bodies move 
to a rhythm of work and rest that follows the rhythm originally strummed by God 
on the waters of creation. As God worked, so shall we; as God rested, so shall we. 
Working and resting, we who are human are in the image of God.”295 Doing what 
God does, in the end, one begins to embody God’s own act in the world. In the 
totality of one’s being one begins to participate in God’s own activities. As God 
both works and rests, so do human beings. In this work-rest cycle, human beings 
                                               
294 Bass, "Keeping Sabbath," 78-79. 
295 Bass, Receiving the Day, 48. 
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are to imitate God in all aspects. They are to marvel in the beauty of creation, enjoy 
the liberty from bondage, while working for liberation and justice, while sharing 
God’s own love to the world. The rest of God is intimately tied to the work of God. 
Thus, for Bass, one must perform both to participate in the fullness of God’s 
activities.  
Traditioned-Adaptation and Innovation vs. Historical Precedent 
The Christian practices approach of Bass and Dykstra offers much to the 
ongoing conversation in the field of practical theology. Shifting the focus to the 
practices and how they function as patterns within a way of life, opens avenues 
for communicating faith in the midst of the activities that constitute a life of faith. 
This chapter has shown that Christian practices function in a very specific manner 
in a way of life abundant. Bass reminds her readers that, “Practices are those 
shared activities that address fundamental needs of humanity and the rest of 
creation and that, woven together, form a way of life.” 296 The approach that she 
and Dykstra employ seeks to “[reflect] on practices as they have been shaped in 
the context of Christian faith leads us to encounter the possibility of a faithful way 
                                               
296 Dorothy C. Bass, preface to the 1997 edition of Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life 
for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 
xxv. 
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of life, one that is both attuned to present-day needs and taught by ancient 
wisdom.”297 Therefore, a Christian practice approach stands at the intersection of 
tradition—ancient wisdom—and the need for contextually relevant expressions 
thereof.  Emphasizing practices in the present, as Dykstra and Bass do, does not 
diminish the value of structures, rules, doctrines, moral imperatives, or even forms 
of the past. However, it does place these elements in their proper location, a life of 
faith, a way of life.  
For Bass and Dykstra practices are “the traditioned yet always-emerging 
patterns through which communities live as Jesus’ disciples, responding to God’s 
grace and to the needs of human beings and all creation [they are] forms within 
and through which a Christian way of life takes shape.” 298 A Christian practices 
approach invites communities and researchers to think deeply about tradition and 
context.  Such an approach “presses us to ask once again about form and freedom, 
for observation and experience show that practices readily become rigid, as that 
which is normative crowds out that which is theological.”  The freedom that this 
approach affords is a reminder “to notice and lean upon the freeing power of the 
                                               
297 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, xxv. 
298 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 32. 
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Holy Spirit.”299  The way of life that emerges out of such intentional reflection bears 
the possibility of ushering in life abundant, a life of faith, and a more authentic 
participation in the practice of God.  
Understanding that Christian practices are both traditioned—that is to say, 
they bear a historical precedent—and are always performed in the present, means 
that communities must always be aware their ever-shifting contexts. Bass notes, 
“Christian practices are rooted in deep wisdom, but the contexts in which we enact 
them are constantly shifting. Ongoing reflection and continual discovery are part 
of this way of life.”300 Are the forms in which communities perform a practice or a 
complex of practices authentic to their unique context? Are they mimicking the 
past, without thought for its relevance for the future? Are they just performing 
practices in received forms without critical reflection on why? Are they just 
uncritically holding on to the past?301 Are they even certain that these forms—or 
                                               
299 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 32. 
300 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, xv. 
301  Bass, noting the role of critical theological reflection on practice and its 
challenges, writes, 
The challenge of developing practical theological strategies that invite twenty-first 
century people into a way of life abundant shaped by Christian practices brings 
me back to the question I asked as a student of American congregations pondering 
the contrast between the transcendent wisdom of the great traditions and the 
parochialism of many actual religious communities. In 2003, this question presents 
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even practices—are contributing to a way of abundant, growth in a life faith, or 
authentic participation in the activities of God in the world? Do they see the 
practices actualizing their purported purposes? Are they actually meeting their 
fundamental human need? How about the needs of the people around, or the 
world at large? Is wisdom arising? Is virtue emerging? Are they coming to know 
God? These are the types of questions for which a Christian practices approach 
seeks answers. Yet such questions are broad, varied, and unwieldy to answer 
without a central unifying theme.  Chapter 3 make a modest attempt to find a 
synthesis that draws together the telos, skopós, morphé, practices, and their 
underlying themes, while providing evaluative criteria for such reflection in 
conversation with the theology and spirituality of the Christian East in response 
to an important need in contemporary Orthodox Christianity.  
Limitations of the Christian Practices Approach 
                                               
itself in the contrast between historically extended practices that are crafted over 
time within face-to-face communities and a culture of mass consumption that 
prizes speed and privacy. (Bass, "On The Bearing,” 508-509.) 
Practical theologians who seek to reflect on Christian practices often find themselves 
navigating the space between tradition and present practice. 
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Bass and Dykstra attend to Christian practices that Christians have 
consistently performed over time.302 The definition that they offer for Christian 
practices allows for spontaneity and dynamism with regards to this continuity. 
The capacity for the approach to foster reflection on what Christians have done 
and are doing to orient towards its ultimate end (telos) and immediate purposes 
(skopós) in contextually relevant ways is invaluable. Likewise, the breadth of their 
definition of practices allows for the recognition of wide range of activities as 
Christian practices. Prioritizing the concepts of form and practice, in the manner 
of Bass and Dykstra, allows for communities to innovate their outward expression 
(morphé) of established Christian activities and include a wide range of activities 
in their listing of Christian practices. Bass and Dykstra also note that it is important 
to remember the end and purposes towards which Christian practices orient. 
However, this project notes that their approach requires a bit more nuance to 
recognize new activities that have spontaneously emerged in Christian 
                                               
302 Chapter 3 will clarify this point further, in an effort to emphasize that it is not 
practices in themselves or as a whole that ought to be the central focus of their study. 
Instead, it is essential to look at practices in the light of their telos. In the end, the telos of a 
practice that imbues it with ultimate significance. For Bass and Dykstra, it is the capacity 
of a complex of practices to manifest a way of life that simultaneously draws the 
community of faith together, cultivates faith in each member, and finally allows for the 
participation in the practice of God, that makes them significant to Christian life. Chapter 
two will offer an Eastern Christian approach to Christian practices in the light of the works 
of Dykstra and Bass, while drawing on its own sources.  
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communities as Christian practices partially constitutive of a way of life abundant, 
partially contributing to growth in the life of faith, and which are themselves 
activities of God in which communities already participate.303  
It also begs the questions: Is it possible for practices that are not traditionally 
performed by Christians—either within particular tradition a specific 
community—still contribute to a way of life abundant, a life of faith? Furthermore, 
is it possible for one to understand these new practices as the practices of God, if 
there is no historical precedent in scripture or Christian tradition for them?  
Chapters 3 will further unpack these questions and offer a response, while 
Chapters 4 and 5 will offer a concrete example of a community navigating the 
interplay between tradition and present practice.   
Conclusion 
 This chapter presented an account of a Christian practices approach to 
practical theology, framed through the interpretive lenses of telos, skopós, morphé, 
and practice. Each of these lenses, though interconnected, shed light on different 
aspects of this approach.  Through an appeal to telos, one can see that authors who 
                                               
303 Chapter 3 will clarify this nuance, in conversation with the Eastern Christian 
theology and spirituality. Chapter four will articulate a model by which communities can 
adapt the form that their practices take, and further expands the activities that can be 
identified as Christian practices. 
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employ a Christian practices approach, frequently orient both the work and 
Christian practices towards particular ends—a way of life abundant, growth in a 
life of faith, and finally participation in the practice of God. These three constitute 
the final aim of Christian life and practice. However, this end can be elusive if one 
does not take into consideration that reality of the more immediate significance of 
Christian practices.  
Through the lens of skopós, one can see the immediate purposes that orient 
Christians as they seek to actualize the telos. Christian perform these activities for 
particular reasons in the present. They seek to meet fundamental human needs, 
both within the community itself and without. This requires a certain wisdom both 
to know what these needs are and how to best act in each situation need. Thus, 
practical wisdom is an important aspect of this conversation. Is not enough to 
know what these needs are and how to act accordingly, however. There is also a 
profound need to internalize this wisdom. The embodiment of such wisdom can 
be called virtue. As one performs certain practices, one’s character is shaped in a 
way that can transform the way one interacts with oneself, others, the world, and 
God. Inasmuch as God is present in these practices, one also seeks to know God in 
them. Abundant life is a divine life; a life of faith, is a life in relationship with God. 
As one participates in Christian practices one come to realize that they are God’s 
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own activities in the world. Accordingly, participating in these activities also 
allows one to encounter God and come to know God thereby.  
The next chapter will open up the conversation about Christian practices 
though the introduction of an often-absent voice—namely the Christian East. 
Though a general presentation of the theology and spirituality of the Eastern 
Christian traditions—with some emphasis on its expression in contemporary 
Eastern Orthodox Christianity—and a more detailed discussion of the thought of 
Maximus the Confessor—a resounding voice in the Eastern Christian tradition, 
particularly in the 20th and 21st centuries—chapter two will add theological, 
spiritual, and mystical depth to the ongoing conversation around Christian 
practices.   
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CHAPTER TWO: 
 
Theosis, Virtue, and Christian Life and Practice in Eastern Christianity 
Maximus the Confessor’s Thought304 
 
 
 While there has not yet been much exploration of Christian practices from 
the Eastern Christian perspective—at least in like manner as was seen in Bass and 
Dykstra in the previous chapter—there have been several theoretical approaches 
to Orthodox virtue ethics in recent years.305 As is the case with most contemporary 
explorations of virtue ethics, there is some consistent discussion of practice(s); 
however, often such conversation is in relation to fixed traditional practices such 
as prayer, fasting, liturgy, and almsgiving.  At times, Orthodox scholars have 
                                               
304  Portions of this chapter were inspired by a previous work by the author 
submitted in partial fulfillment of the course, “Advanced Systematic Theology” taught by 
Dr. Robert Cummings Neville in the spring of 2015. The original text has undergone 
serious revision, with major portions deleted. Portions of the text related to the works of 
Maximus reflect research from this previous text—though containing only sparse 
unrevised—or completely reframed—portions of the text. 
305 See for example,  Joseph Woodill, The Fellowship of Life: Virtue Ethics and Orthodox 
Christianity (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2002); Perry T. Hamalis and 
Aristotle Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode of Being: Virtue as Embodied 
Deification," Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 3 (2013): 271. Aristotle Papanikolaou, 
“Learning How to Love: St. Maximus on Virtue,” in Knowing the Purpose of Creation 
Through the Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium on St. Maximus the Confessor, ed. 
Maxim Vasiljević, (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press & the Faculty of Orthodox Theology, 
University of Belgrade, 2013) 239-250. 
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engaged with practices that would not often be recognized for their religious or 
spiritual merit.306 Again, little has been done to integrate such studies into a unified 
Orthodox Christian practices approach to practical theology in a manner 
comparable to Bass and Dykstra. Furthermore, attempts to engage with Christian 
practices from an Orthodox perspective do so without critically questioning 
whether or not certain practices are contextually appropriate or if they are effective 
in their achieving their purpose (skopós) or actualizing their aim (telos).307 Still, no 
formal method has been established in these treatments for the adaptation of the 
form of traditional practices—liturgy for example—takes to better serve 
contemporary contexts308; neither has much serious scholarly attention given to the 
                                               
306  For instance, Papanikolaou writes about the practice of engaging in liberal 
democracy in the light of an Orthodox account of virtue. See, Aristotle Papanikolaou, The 
Mystical as Political: Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press 2012). 
307 Generally, engagement with virtue attempts to integrate ascetic practices in 
forms from the Eastern Christian monastic tradition unilaterally, and uncritically, in any 
context.   
308 At the recent gathering of Orthodox Hierarchs in Crete, GR (2016) called The 
Holy and Great Synod, the practice of fasting was discussed, with some thought given to 
the present context. See, "The Importance of Fasting and Its Observance Today - Official 
Documents - The Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church," Holy and Great 
Council, accessed November 11, 2018, https://www.holycouncil.org/-
/fasting?_101_INSTANCE_VA0WE2pZ4Y0I_languageId=el_GR. This synodal 
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emergence of new practices set within a traditional framework—virtue-based or 
otherwise. Thus, there is promise in present attempts by Eastern Orthodox 
scholars to integrate aspects of contemporary virtue ethics into their theological 
writing, but there is still room for further exploration—particularly at the 
intersection of spirituality and practical theology—to better understand how this 
relates to the essential aspects of Christian life particularly in terms of practice.  
It would be too unwieldy to attempt to present a unified Eastern Christian 
understanding of life and practice. Besides, anyone who would argue for a 
monolithic, singular, or even timeless “Orthodoxy,” would fail to recognize the 
multifaceted character of Eastern Christianity and the reality that it has undergone 
progressive re-contextualization throughout the Christian period.   This chapter, 
will attempt to offer an account that draws on the wisdom of the Eastern Christian 
tradition, but one that does not claim to exhaust the nuanced uniqueness and 
unrepeatability of its expressions in both its historic and contemporary 
manifestations.  To narrow the scope of what could be an expansive conversation, 
this chapter will limit this discussion to two topics. First, there will be an 
                                               
approach to engaging with questions about practice will prove valuable to the discussion, 
particularly in chapters 4 and 5.  
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articulation of the interpretive lenses common to this project— telos, skopós, praxis, 
and morphé—as they can be understood in contemporary Orthodox readings of the 
ascetical tradition of the Christian East.  Second, it will offer a deep reading of 
Maximus the Confessor—whose thought is central to many contemporary 
Orthodox theologians—through the same interpretive lenses (telos, skopós, praxis, 
and morphé).309 This will lay the foundations for the rereading of Maximus—and 
Eastern Christian thought more broadly—through the lens of the Christian 
practices approach presented in chapter 1, which will follow in chapter 3. Such an 
orientation will offer insights for contemporary Orthodox Christianity to 
                                               
309 As indicated in the introduction, there is an underlying aim in this project to 
address some of the tendencies in contemporary Orthodox Christianity towards 
overemphasizing practices that emerge out of certain contexts—particularly monastic. 
Choosing Maximus, a Byzantine monk and important theologian, was not arbitrary. His 
voice offers a significant authority to this project. This chapter, and those that follow, may, 
at times, seem to conflate Maximus’ voice with that that of Eastern Christian thought 
broadly, and contemporary Orthodox Christianity in particular. This is in part a result of 
the prominent position that Maximus holds in the history of Christianity in the East and 
Orthodoxy today. However, although much of historic and contemporary Eastern 
Christian literature is indebted to Maximus, it should be clear that his thought is by no 
means a unilateral measure of Orthodoxy. Additionally, Chapter 3, will put the writings 
of Bass and Dykstra into dialogue with Eastern Christian theology and spirituality—with 
special attention to the thought of Maximus. Nevertheless, the aims of Bass and Dykstra’s 
project, with its focus on Christian practices in the present context, will have the most 
significant impact on contemporary Orthodox Christianity. While, it will be the writings 
of Maximus and contemporary Orthodoxy together, that will speak to Bass and Dykstra 
in this conversation.  
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recognize the possibility that adaptation and innovation are not foreign to the 
Orthodox Church, but integral to it.  
Structurally the first part of this chapter will offer some preliminary 
remarks about significant themes in Eastern Christian theology, spirituality, and 
mysticism—with special attention to the ascetic tradition.  This will merely lay a 
conceptual foundation for the second part of this chapter—a close reading of 
Maximus’ thought concerning practice.  This part will be divided into four sections 
determined by the four interpretive lenses.   First, it will show that the common 
telos of Christian life and practice is theosis—that is, to come into communion with 
God by God’s own grace.  This section will end with a brief note about the 
centrality of relationality—something that will be flushed out further in the 
analysis of Maximus.  This will be followed by a short section on the skopós of 
Christian life and practice—which is understood quite commonly as the 
acquisition of the virtues and coming to gnosis310 (knowledge of God).311 This will 
                                               
310 Gnosis as knowledge has multiple levels that will become clear in the discussion 
of Maximus below. In brief here, it has to do with the contemplative knowledge or natural 
theoria.  Virtue and gnosis are the two central purposes of Christian life and practice.   
311 This is not the only way of expressing the skopós of Christian life and practice. 
Sometimes spiritual life is described as a therapy of spiritual illness.  This perspective has 
been popularized by authors such as John Romanides, Hierotheos Vlachos, Jean Claude 
Larchet, and others.  This project, although aware of other perspectives such as these, has 
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be followed by an honest account of the morphés, or forms, that practices often take 
in Eastern Christian spiritualities. It will be clear as this brief section progresses, 
that contemporary Orthodoxy tends towards consistent forms/outward 
expression of practices that would be recognized as traditioned—often without 
much openness to adaptation, much less innovation. This will then lead to a 
discussion of praxis.  This section will be slightly larger than the ones that 
preceded it.  In it, there will be a presentation of some central aspects of Christian 
life and practice—Liturgy and asceticism.  Following this is an account of a major 
conceptual framework within Eastern Christian spirituality, namely, the stages of 
spiritual life—something that is also central to Maximus’ thought. These sections 
will provide some nuance to the lenses in anticipation of the probe into Maximus’ 
corpus. 
Theosis as the Telos of Christian life in an Orthodox Paradigm 
                                               
made some effort to only mention it in passing.  This is primarily due to the tendencies of 
proponents of this approach to spiritual life to emphasize ascetic practices and language 
that emerge out of a monastic paradigm—which leaves the potential for marginalizing 
non-monastics, who will likely be unable to progress far do to the constraints of their own 
contexts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
173 
There has been some movement among contemporary Eastern Orthodox 
Christian scholars to engage in the topic of Christian practices in the light of virtue 
ethics—which is closely related to the work of Bass and Dykstra. These scholars, 
often informed by the rediscovery of virtue ethics by MacIntyre—and further back 
by Anscombe—mirror a Christian practices approach in their emphasis on 
practices. However, they are also informed by the traditions of the Christian East, 
which emphasize certain key theological points about Christian life and practice. 
Drawing on the wisdom of the Eastern Christian tradition Perry Hamalis and 
Aristotle Papanikolaou maintain, “human flourishing is understood as the 
progressive realization of theosis—a godly mode of being cultivated through 
liturgy and askesis, marked by the embodiment of the full range of virtues, and 
crowned by a radical love.”312 The 20th century resurgence of interest in virtue 
ethics has afforded many Orthodox scholars a lens with which they can view 
Tradition—with particular emphasis on the Greek Patristic and ascetic 
traditions—towards a deeper understanding of Christian life and practice. 
Hamalis and Papanikolaou, hint at an important nuance that Orthodox Christian 
                                               
312 Hamalis and Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode,” 271. 
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approaches to virtue ethics take.313  It holds in tension between a Eucharistic314 and 
an ascetic theology central to much of contemporary Orthodox Christian thought. 
Furthermore, it stands in the middle point between practice and theory. The 
blending of the Eucharistic and Ascetic (Eucharistic-Ascetic) is one contemporary 
Orthodox response to the questions: What is an authentic Christian life and 
practice? Why do Orthodox Christians perform the practices they do? What is the 
telos of such practices?  
In the Eastern Christian tradition, there is a degree of consensus regarding 
the telos of Christian life and practice.  Phrases such as perfection, divine likeness, 
union with God, divine-human communion, and participation in the divine life, 
                                               
313 Such a nuance sets the stage for a response to the tendency to avoid discussions 
about adaptation and innovation in practice. Although any discussion of practice tends to 
argue for the value of preserving traditional practices as effective activities that orient 
towards the telos (theosis). In his article, “How I Teach Theology to Undergrads,” Aristotle 
Papanikolaou compares Orthodox Christianity to a great dance academy that shares with 
its students the wisdom of their tradition. See, Aristotle Papanikolaou, "How I Teach 
Theology to Undergrads," The Christian Century, February 06, 2017, accessed November 
11, 2018, https://www.christiancentury.org/article/cover-story/how-i-teach-theology-
undergrads. 
314  Eucharistic theology is a prominent theological perspective in Orthodox 
Christian Dogmatics, ecclesiology, spirituality, liturgical studies, and practical theology. 
It is a relatively recent convention in Orthodoxy, emerging primarily in the 20th century. 
It will be utilized in this project as one aspect of an Orthodox  understanding of practice. 
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are often used to describe an Eastern Christian soteriology. 315  If one Eastern 
Christian articulation of the aim of Christian life and practice stands out, it would 
likely be the term theosis—sometimes translated deification or divinization.  It 
encapsulates the full range of meanings that salvation has in Eastern 
Christianity.316 If salvation is the final hope, then it is also the aim, and thus there 
is a strong argument for the understanding of theosis as the telos of human 
existence. Understandably, in the Christian East, theosis is the essential goal, the 
telos, of Christian life and practice.317 Despite the plethora of practical expressions 
                                               
315 Staniloae notes, “Orthodox spirituality aims at the perfection of the faithful in 
Christ. This perfection can’t be obtained in Christ, except by participation in His divine-
human life. Therefore, the goal of Orthodox spirituality is the perfection of the believer by 
his union with Christ. He is being imprinted to an ever-greater degree by the human 
image of Christ, full of God… So, the goal of Christian Orthodox spirituality is the union 
of the believer with God, in Christ.” Dumitru Staniloae, Orthodox Spirituality: A Practical 
Guide for the Faithful and a Definitive Manual for the Scholar, trans. Archimandrite Jerome 
and Otilia Kloos (South Canaan, PA: St. Tikhon’s Seminary Press, 2003), 21. 
316  Concerning this, Norman Russell writes, “Modern Orthodox theologians have 
learned from the Fathers to see theosis not as an independent spiritual doctrine—one 
teaching among many—but as the crowning point of divine economy.” Norman 
Russell, Fellow Workers with God: Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009), 47. 
317 Staniloae writes, “So the goal of Christian Orthodox spirituality,” which could 
be broadened to include all of Christian life and practice, “is none other than living in a 
state of deification or participation in the divine life.” Staniloae, Orthodox Spirituality, 
22.  Elsewhere, he writes, “Orthodox spirituality has as its goal the deification of man and 
his union with God, without being merged with Him.” Staniloae, Orthodox Spirituality, 46. 
And again, “Mysticism always has a single goal: man’s deification and union with God, 
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and dogmatic articulations from the earliest days to the contemporary Orthodoxy, 
theosis (divine-human communion) remains the essential telos of the Eastern 
Christianity. Concerning this Hamalis and Papanikolaou write,  
It is not an overstatement to assert that amidst the diverse traditions of 
practice and thought that developed within the Christian East, the 
distinctive trajectory that is rooted in early Christian Greek, Syriac, 
Armenian and Coptic texts and subsequently shaped within the Byzantine 
and contemporary Orthodox theological traditions centers around one core 
and non-negotiable axiom—the deification of the human being, or theosis. 
Even if there were strong and divisive disagreements among Eastern 
Christians over the how of deification and over the language describing it, 
there was remarkably no disagreement on two points: (1) that humans were 
created for the sake of a godly mode of being and (2) that this core 
conviction was revealed, realized and made possible for all humanity in 
Jesus Christ. The person of Christ, that is, reveals the truth of theosis as the 
meaning of human flourishing.318 
 
                                               
without man’s fusion with Him.” Staniloae, Orthodox Spirituality, 47. Hamalis and 
Papanikolaou argue, “The singular telos of our existence is a godly mode of being marked 
by the embodiment of the full range of virtues and crowned by a radical love that has been 
discovered as existing all along as a divine gift within us.” Hamalis and Papanikolaou, 
"Toward a Godly Mode,” 280. The embodiment of this “godly mode of being” is 
understood as the immediate purpose of Christian life and practice, and can be expressed 
with the Patristic aphorism, the acquisition of the virtues, and the coming to gnosis.  
318  Hamalis and Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode,” 274. In this article, 
Hamalis and Papanikolaou frame their study of the Eastern Christian tradition in 
conversation with contemporary virtue ethics.  The chapter that follows will draw out the 
correlation of virtue with “embodied deification,” or theosis, that these authors make as 
it relates to the skopós of Christian life and practice. Here emphasis is placed on the 
teleological assertion that theosis is the goal of human life generally and Christian life and 
practice specifically.    
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Here Hamalis and Papanikolaou make two important assertions. First, “humans 
were created for the sake of a godly mode of being,” that is, for theosis. Second, 
from an Eastern Christian perspective “human flourishing”—which in virtue 
ethics is one way of naming the telos of human life—and theosis are synonymous.319  
This is further extended as they note that not only particular aspects of Christian 
life and practice were oriented towards a common telos, but rather the concept 
permeates the whole. They suggest,  
There was no division in the early Christian experience between dogma, 
spirituality, liturgy and ethics; all these aspects mutually informed and 
were supported by the central belief that humanity’s telos is a godly mode 
of being—that God became human so that humans can become God.320 
 
The belief that humans can become God—by grace as will be explicated below—
oriented the whole of Christian experience (“dogma, spirituality, liturgy and 
ethics”).  Practices that emerge out of a Christian life in the mode, are rightly also 
oriented towards this common telos of theosis.   
The Relationship between Theosis and Christian Life and Practice 
                                               
319 Elsewhere they describe “human flourishing as the progressive realization of 
theosis.” Hamalis and Papanikolaou, “Toward a Godly Mode,” 280. 
320 Hamalis and Papanikolaou, “Toward a Godly Mode,” 275. 
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The telos of Christian life and practice in an Eastern Christian paradigm is 
theosis.321 Therefore, it is impossible, from this perspective, to separate practices 
performed in the past or in the present from this ultimate goal.322  One performs 
practices not with the goal of some moralistic pursuit, but, rather with the hope 
that it will lead one to union with God. Christian life and practice are about theosis.  
It is about “participation in the divine life,” “[partaking] of the divine nature” (2 
Pet 1:4) by grace.323 This does not mean that there is not an aspect of this conception 
of Christian life and practice that is concerned with morality—that is to say 
                                               
321 This would also be true of contemporary Orthodox Christianity.  
322  Hamalis and Papanikolaou note, “the tradition of saints within Eastern 
Christianity provides assurance to the faithful that theosis is not a quixotic pursuit—that 
the aim of a godly mode of being can be realized in the present.” See Hamalis and 
Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode,” 279. Thunberg also makes this connection in his 
discussion on Maximus’ account of virtue. See Lars Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The 
Vision of Saint Maximus the Confessor. Crestwood, (NY: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985), 
108-112. This will be particularly important in the discussion of Maximus below.  
323 About this notion in 2 Peter Finlan writes, “For a Christian writer around 100 
CE to say, “you may become participants of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4), was to evoke 
not only biblical images, but also concepts of divinization that were central to the leading 
Hellenistic philosophies—Middle-Platonism and Stoicism. Of course, Second Peter’s is a 
Christian teaching, but here he uses terminology that is recognizable from the Greek 
philosophical traditions, and this should not be overlooked in studies of Second 
Peter.”  Stephen Finlan, “Second Peter’s Notion of Divine Participation,” in Theōsis: 
Deification in Christian Theology, ed. K. C. Hanson, Stephen Finlan, and Vladimir 
Kharlamov, vol. 52, Princeton Theological Monograph Series (Eugene, OR: Pickwick 
Publications, 2006), 32. 
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ethics—but rather that the moral life is the fruit of divine-human communion—
the participation in divine-life.324 An ethical life certainly arises out of this mode of 
being in relation with God, but it is not the end in itself. 
Relationality 
Inasmuch as the theosis is the embodied actualization of divine-human 
communion in the particular human hypostasis, that is to say, the personal 
manifestation of the divine mode of being, and God is the communion of the three 
Divine Persons in relationship, so to, is theosis personal, but also communal, and 
thereby relational, in character.  Theosis happens in community, in the Church, and 
is actualized, “en-hypostatized,”325 in the particular person through an ascetical 
life.  The “en-hypostitization” of the divine mode of being in the particular human 
hypostasis can only take place in relationship—this is because, again, the divine 
mode of being is essentially relational.  To be deified is to exist in a mode of being 
                                               
324 Cf. Bogdan Lubardic, "Orthodox Theology of Personhood: A Critical Overview 
(Part 1)," The Expository Times 122, no. 12 (2011): 526-527. 
325 Lubardic, "Orthodox Theology of Personhood,” 4-6. 
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as relation.326  Thus, here again, the telos of Christian life and practice can only be 
understood in the co-inherence of their corporate and personal expressions.327 The 
discussion of theosis in Maximus will clarify this perspective further. 
Skopós: The Acquisition of the Virtues and the Coming to Gnosis as the 
Purpose of Christian Practices 
Theosis is the telos, the ultimate aim, of Christian practice; however, 
orienting oneself towards an eschatological reality presents several difficulties for 
present practice. It is not easy for one to have one’s gaze constantly fixed on a 
reality that is so far removed from the present experience.  How does one remain 
steadfast in the pursuit of theosis as the telos, when one is living in the midst of 
history? This section will explore an answer to this question through the concept 
of skopós, or immediate purpose, of practice. Ultimately this section understands 
                                               
326 This is one of the central arguments in the writings of Christos Yannaras, a 
contemporary Greek philosopher and theologian. See, for example, Christos 
Yannaras, Ontologia tes Scheses, 2nd ed. (Athens: Ikaros Publishing, 2008). 
327 In the writings of Zizioulas, Yannaras, and others, the corporate and personal 
elements are mutually dependent.  Corporate/communal life is the coming together of 
persons. Persons cannot exist in isolation, only individuals can.  See, John Zizioulas, Being 
as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's 
Seminary Press, 1985); Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the 
Church, trans. Paul McPartlan (London: T & T Clark, 2009). See also, Christos 
Yannaras, Person and Eros (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2007). 
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that from an Eastern Christian perspective—one arising out of an ascetical 
tradition— there is a common skopós (purpose) of all Christian practices—namely, 
the acquisition of the virtues (which are themselves the “embodiment”328 of theosis, 
the telos of Christian life, in foretaste) 329  and the coming to gnosis. The skopós may 
be unique from one context to the next with regards to which virtue or virtues one 
is attempting to cultivate; however, at least conceptually, the acquisition of the 
virtues is the purpose of Christian practice in an Eastern Christian (ascetical) 
paradigm. This aspect of Eastern Christianity will be explored more completely in 
the second part of this chapter—the deep reading of Maximus.   
Morphé: Outward Expression/Form and Christian Praxis 
Thus far, this chapter has focused on the several deep conceptual aspects of 
an Eastern Christian schema for understanding Christian life and practice. Theosis 
and the acquisition of the virtues (and gnosis) are embodied and therefore 
experiential modes of being, which are accessed and embodied in concrete 
                                               
328  For more on virtue as embodied theosis see: Hamalis and Papanikolaou, 
“Toward a Godly Mode,” 271. Elsewhere Papanikolaou writes, “In the writings of St. 
Maximus the Confessor, communion with God, which is an embodied presencing of the 
divine, is simultaneous with the acquisition of virtue: Virtue is embodied deification.” 
Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love,” 241.  
329 The sections on praxis will discuss this point at greater length.   
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practices that are expressed in particular forms relevant to the context of the 
community of practitioners. Practices touted as authentic by some in the Orthodox 
Church have largely emerged from monastic contexts.  The Divine Liturgy, a 
central practice in Orthodox Christianity, bears the marks of monastic 
expressions—even when conducted outside of a monastic context.330  Although 
asceticism can be seen as essential to an Eastern Orthodox approach to life and 
practice, certain ascetic practices that emerge out of a monastic paradigm are not 
necessarily relevant in every context. This project is an effort to cultivate an 
awareness of practice, or rather, a lens with which to examine, cultivate, and 
promote contextually relevant forms and perhaps even recognize new practices—
that emerge naturally out of particular communities of practice—that are 
traditional in regards to the telos and skopós of Christian life as it is understood in 
an Eastern Christian paradigm, and are contextually appropriate for 
                                               
330  Without delving to deeply into the history of Christian liturgical worship, 
contemporary Orthodox liturgical rubrics are a synthesis of the Cathedral Rite liturgy of 
the Great Church of Christ (Constantinople) and the Typikon (rubric book) of Marr Savvas 
(Saint Savvas) Monastery in the Palestinian desert. For more on the formation of 
contemporary Orthodox liturgical practice see, Nicholas Denysenko, Icons and the Liturgy, 
East and West. History, Theology, and Culture (Chicago: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2017); Liturgical Reform after Vatican II: The Impact on Eastern Orthodoxy (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2015). 
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contemporary Orthodox Christian communities. Inasmuch as this is the aim of the 
project, it is vital to include a discussion of the way in which there can be both a 
variety of practices and that these variations in practices must reflect the variety 
of contexts in which the Orthodox tradition is embodied. This leads to a discussion 
of form.  
Several things emerge from this conversation.  First, traditional practices—
that is, practices that would be recognized as central to Christian life—can take 
unique forms in different contexts.  Second, these different forms need not change 
the skopós and telos of the practices.  In fact, it might be more correct to argue that 
one must continuously reaffirm the skopós and telos of a practice in order for it to 
continue to function as a means of embodying them.  Should one fail to do so, there 
is a chance that they, losing their proper orientation, will lead one not to the 
acquisition of virtue (skopós) as the embodiment of theosis (telos), but instead make 
the practice a purpose (skopós) and end (telos) in itself—an end in itself rather than 
a means to an end. This leads to the third point, namely, that the essential aspect 
of a practice—in whatever form it takes—is found in its capacity to actualize the 
skopós and telos in the life of the practitioner.  Finally, this will show that the morphé 
(form) that a traditional practice takes can and must conform to the context in 
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which it is performed. This is because although the telos is universal in this 
paradigm, the skopós—the virtues relevant to a particular context—is not. Put 
differently, the skopós is commonly the acquisition of the virtues, and gnosis, but 
what constitutes a virtue in a particular context is contextually determined. 
Cassian’s discussion of skopós centered on the immediate purpose of the monastic 
life.331  Therefore, although some of the virtues—such as purity of heart and most 
importantly love—are common to the Christian life, others—particularly the 
bodily virtues, as found in Maximus—are not necessarily contextually appropriate 
to non-monastics.  Contemplation, although often a central concept in a monastic 
paradigm, should actually more properly be understood as a common aspect to 
Christian life and practice, inasmuch as it leads to the other facet of skopós, gnosis. 
The skopós of Christian life and practice will be explored with greater nuance in the 
conversation with Maximus the Confessor.  
Praxis: Liturgy, Asceticism, and Christian Life and Practice 
Praxis is a significant topic in the Eastern Christian understanding of 
Christian life and practice—both in antiquity and in its contemporary expression 
in the Orthodox Church.  In what has already been said, it is clear that two aspects 
                                               
331 See introduction. 
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of praxis, liturgy (corporate praxis) and ascesis (personal praxis), constitute a way 
of life that orient persons and communities towards the ultimate aim (telos), theosis 
and its embodiment in the virtues (skopós).332 Asceticism in the Christian East is, 
put simply, comprised of those practices that cultivate and actualize the reality of 
a Eucharistic ontology333—that is, to be a Christian as an existential fact, a personal 
reality actualizing divine love as a mode of being. Ascetical practices have a 
particular purpose and aim—the virtues and gnosis, and theosis respectively.  To 
strive earnestly for the virtues and gnosis is not about living ethically.  Ethical 
concern is important, but needs to be framed differently. Rather than viewing 
                                               
332 Staniloae expounds this idea, indicating that theosis, as the “goal” of Christian 
life, that it requires much “effort” on the part of the spiritual practitioner. He writes, 
If the goal of Christian spirituality is a mystical life of union with God, then the 
path to it includes the ascent that leads to this peak. As such, this path is different 
than the peak; yet it is organically connected to it, in the same way as the ascent of 
a mountain is to the peak. Only by prolonged effort, by discipline, can the state of 
perfection and mystical union with God be reached. Efforts that don’t contribute 
to this crowning, this final moment of ascetic discipline, or to the mystical union 
with God, seem to be without purpose. (Staniloae, Orthodox Spirituality, 23.) 
One cannot expect to reach to telos without engaging in a life that orients toward such an 
end.  
333  Term borrowed from Loudovikos.  See, Nikolaos Loudovikos, A Eucharistic 
Ontology: Maximus the Confessors Eschatological Ontology of Being as Dialogical 
Reciprocity (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2010). 
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virtues as the signs of good character, or a positive human quality, virtue needs to 
be understood as participation in a mode of being, a mode which is relational—a 
mode bound existentially with God’s own being. Likewise, gnosis also is an 
expression of a relational mode of being. One path by which Eastern Christianity 
understands the actualization of the divine mode of being is through an ascetical 
paradigm—known also as the stages of spiritual life. 
The Stages of Spiritual Life in Eastern Christian Spirituality 
In an Eastern Christian334 ascetic paradigm, spiritual life is constituted by a 
certain, somewhat-well-defined method. There are several fixed practices which 
organize ascetical, or spiritual, life. These practices are all linked with the ecclesial 
reality, that is, the Church. Ascetical life cannot be separated from ecclesial life, 
that is to say, from communal life in the Church. The personal and corporate 
aspects of the Christian life, the ascetic and Eucharistic facets of spiritual life are 
both part of the content of tradition.335 The practices and doctrines that emerge 
                                               
334 This is also true of some ascetical traditions in the Christian West, but it goes 
beyond the scope of this project to explore them with any depth.  
335 In Eastern Christian thought the source of authority is Tradition.  However, this 
understanding is nuanced by the understanding that they have of the term “Tradition” 
itself. In his monumental work, The Orthodox Church, Kallistos Ware writes concerning 
the sources of Tradition in Eastern Orthodoxy. He names seven outward forms that 
Tradition takes: The Bible, the Seven Ecumenical Councils, the Later Councils, the Fathers, 
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from this ascetic-ecclesial context are the content of tradition. Christos Yannaras 
argues that rather than thinking of tradition as a handing down of a fixed doctrine, 
practices, or forms, it might be better to think of it as the communication of a mode 
of being—a divine mode of being.336 Tradition is dynamic in this regard.  For 
Yannaras, the forms that have been handed down need not be fixed either, but the 
mode of being—which is here used synonymously with theosis—remains essential 
to the tradition. The mode of being, although having teleological significance, is 
something that is actualized within the present. For the purposes of this project, 
the Orthodox tradition is only fixed in its aim, theosis, the “Divine mode” of “being 
as love.”337 Therefore, it is possible to be both traditional and innovative (to engage 
in traditioned adaptation and innovation).  
                                               
the Liturgy, Canon Law, Icons. Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Church (Baltimore, MD: 
Penguin, 1983), 207-215. Rather unique to Orthodoxy is the placement of the Bible as a 
source of Tradition. Ware writes, “The Bible is the supreme expression of God’s revelation 
to man, and Christians must always be ‘People of the Book.’ But if Christians are People 
of the Book, the Bible is the Book of the People; it must not be regarded as something set 
up over the Church, but as something that lives and is understood within the Church (that 
is why one should not separate Scripture and Tradition)” Ware, The Orthodox Church, 207. 
336 See, Yannaras. Against Religion. I am making a correlation here between the 
concepts of a “Divine mode of being” and theosis.  They may be used interchangeably to 
indicate the ultimate aim (telos) of a practice or even of doctrine.  
337 Cf. Yannaras. Against Religion. Not all theologians would accept the notion of a 
fixed aspect of a tradition.  Conversely, within Orthodox Christianity the perception that 
“Tradition” is fixed and unchanging permeates much of the literature.  Yannaras’ 
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In some contexts, namely in many monastic contexts, the implementation 
of traditional practices is far more rigid.  These practices, however, are also 
performed outside to monastic paradigm, but in varying intensities.  Nevertheless, 
one can glean several underlying truths which are consistent in most contexts, 
both historically and in the contemporary situation.  This section will frame these 
within the commonly articulated notion of the stages of spiritual life. The stages of 
spiritual life share terminology common in the field of practical theology (praxis, 
theoria, theology); however, the way the signifying terminology of the stages 
functioned in the ascetical tradition requires a nuanced reading.  Ultimately the 
stages can be reduced to a discussion of the cultivation and actualization of the 
virtues—chief among them love—as an ontological modality, which is the 
foundation to the larger discussion of traditioned adaptation and innovation.  
Praxis, in the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition, is the first stage of 
spiritual life—also called purification. It constitutes an active engagement in the 
spiritual life though particular activities (practices) generally performed bodily 
(fasting, prayer, vigil, keeping the commandments, etc.).  Thus, it is not simply any 
                                               
viewpoint is seen as un-Orthodox by many.  The subtle nuance that he provides, however, 
is vital to any attempt at traditioned-contextualization.       
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practices performed by the group or individual, but rather practices that have a 
particular function, purgation of the soul and the acquisition of the “bodily 
virtues.”338  In this stage, one seeks to be purified from the passions, which are the 
source of many vices, while rightly ordering the whole person—both body and 
soul. In this stage, the person seeks to cultivate the particular virtues.339 Here the 
connection with those who subscribe to the MacIntyrian virtue ethics is most 
evident, but again in a more nuanced interpretation.340 This is because although 
there are certain practices that are performed by the person, it is understood as a 
                                               
338 Centuries on Love II.57, Maximus Confessor, Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings, 
ed. John Farina, trans. George C. Berthold, The Classics of Western Spirituality (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1985), 55.   
339 The purpose of the first stage of the spiritual life, and by extension the whole 
spiritual life, is for the person to move from a state of philautia (self-love/selfishness/self-
centeredness) to a state of love.  See St. Maximus the Confessor Centuries on Love.  This 
movement has also been described as a movement from simply being to a state of well-
being, that is, living according to the logos of one’s being—the divine blueprint in God’s 
mind from all eternity, the one Logos as many.  This is to be contrasted with ill-being, or 
living contrary to the logos of being, that is, separated from God.  See, Ambigua  by St. 
Maximus the Confessor. 
339  For more information see, Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love.” It is 
important to note here that although this stage is signified by the term “praxis” in some of 
the literature, the signifier does not correspond to practices as they are understood in 
MacIntyre—and Bass and Dykstra by extension. The discussion of the second stage of 
spiritual life, theoria, will show that it too has practices associated with it. 
340 Cf. Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love.” 
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synergistic endeavor.  In certain Orthodox perspectives, it is God who ultimately 
enacts the purification of the soul.  The acquisition of the virtues is a direct result, 
as well as the embodiment, of the union with God that takes place as the soul is 
purified.  One not only acts more virtuously, but they become more virtuous—the 
crown of virtues, being love.341 The stage of purification, or praxis, is marked by 
two distinct movements.  The first is the cultivation of virtues through ascetic 
practices.342 The second is a tendency, through a virtuous mode of being, to act in 
a virtuous manner.  As was noted above, love is the chief of the virtues, thus it is 
a dual movement of love—first acquisition and then enacting.   
Theoria (contemplation), or theory, takes on a new form in this model.  
Rather than theoretical knowledge, or doctrinal declarations, in the Eastern 
                                               
341 This is because love, union with God, is the crown of the virtues. To put it in 
another way, love consists of the virtues.  
342  An ascetic practice in this context is a traditioned-practice (see above note), 
consistently performed over time and has become normative for Christian life.  Examples 
of this are liturgical rubrics, fasting practices, rules of prayer, and methods of prayer. They 
have become standardized by refinement over many centuries of practice.  This is related 
to Tradition as defined by Tilley in his contribution to the volume Invitation to Practical 
Theology: Catholic Voices and Visions. Tilley notes that practices develop over time, but that 
does not mean that they are not traditioned. See, Terrence W. Tilley, "Practicing the Faith: 
Tradition in a Practical Theology," in Invitation to Practical Theology: Catholic Voices and 
Visions, ed. Claire E. Wolfteich (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2014), 89-91. 
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Christian mind theoria is a stage of the spiritual life. Although knowledge is 
implied,343  theoria has more to do with vision—experiential vision. It is about 
illumination and contemplation.  It speaks to how one perceives the world around 
them. When the soul is illuminated by grace, the person is able to see reality as it 
really is in relation to God and acts accordingly. Theoria also has practices 
associated with it. Such things happen as one performs a practice—contemplative 
prayer—but especially in an Eastern Christian milieu, such a practice tends to be 
more passive than active.344  Whereas praxis purifies the soul through intentional 
practices—either cultivating or enacting love, through the bodily virtues—theoria 
or illumination takes this a step further.   
The loving practices are done discerningly through the gift of diakrisis 
(discernment).345 Referring to a significant theme in Maximus’ thought, amongst 
                                               
343 For Maximus, whereas in praxis (practical philosophy) the goal is the (bodily) 
virtues, in theoria the goal is gnosis (contemplative knowledge). Dimitrova provides a 
detailed account of the ways of human knowing in Nevena Dimitrova, Human Knowledge 
According to Saint Maximus the Confessor (Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 2016).  
344 This does not mean there is not an established technique, that has more to do 
with outward expression than the practice itself.   
345  “A spiritual gift through which one discerns the inner states. It is not a 
sharpness of mind but the energy of the grace of God. It is a gift which pertains to the pure 
nous. It is mainly the ability to distinguish between uncreated and created things; between 
the energy of God and the energy of the devil but also between the energies of God and 
 
 
 
 
 
 
192 
the “virtues of the soul”346 acquired in the stage of contemplation, one cultivates 
the virtue of discernment (diakrisis) or discretion.347 It is in this second stage that 
one most perfectly engages in diakrisis, or, said in another way, practical 
reasoning—which essential to practical theology generally and the Christian 
practices approach in particular.  The person or community is able to determine 
what ought to be done through discernment.  They are also able to more perfectly 
see how they fall short, personally and communally, of a loving mode of being.  
Thus, it is where the discussion of virtue and practice in Orthodox spirituality, 
moves to a form of virtue ethics.  
The final stage is the most elusive. One does not easily enter in to theologia.  
However, any practicing person is capable of experiencing God. Yes, there are 
those who are prophetic, those who through mystical experience encounter God 
                                               
the psychophysical energies of man. Thus, one distinguishes emotional states from 
spiritual experiences.” ”Glossary of Terms.” Discerning Thoughts. h 
ttp://thoughtsintrusive.wordpress.com/glossary-of- terms /  (retrieved 11/30/2014) 
346 In The Centuries on Love, Maximus writes, “The virtues of the soul are love, 
forbearance, meekness, self-mastery, prayer, and so forth.” Centuries on Love II.57, 
Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. 
347 In Cassian’s writings discretion is, as Boniface Ramsey suggests, “discretion is 
the ruling virtue of The Conferences.” See, John Cassian, The Conferences,  18.     
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for the purposes of communicating God’s own self-revelation to the world. This 
does not mean that the mystic has any special claim to the experience of the divine. 
To reiterate, union with God—the eminent expression of the experience of the 
divine—takes place first and foremost through communion in the Eucharistic 
assembly.  This is an important aspect of Eastern Christian theology—which is 
central in its expression in contemporary Orthodox Christianity.  When one enters 
into the Church, the Eucharistic communion of the members of Christ’s Body, one 
is in a state of potentiality, a state in which one has the potential to actualize the 
divine mode of being.  Praxis and theoria are the synergistic stages348 in which, 
through the co-working of God and humanity, the person or community become 
more divine-like, Christ-like, that is loving—for God is Love (1 Jn. 4:8).  The goal 
in the spiritual life is not a heavenly reward then—some future bliss—but rather a 
mode of being, a way of existing in the world here and now.  One does certain 
practices in order to become love through union with Christ.  Love is the 
ontological foundation of practice and simultaneously its goal.  To recapitulate 
                                               
348 The parallel the synergy of virtue and gnosis in Maximus’ thought (see below). 
Practice and theory have a simultaneously active and passive quality to themselves.  This 
is because of the synergistic nature of practice itself. Love is an existential reality which is 
being both cultivated an enacted.  
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what has been said thus far: praxis is loving action, theoria is loving intent, and 
theology (theosis) is participation in love or rather love as a mode of being.  
This broad account of the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition  helps lay the 
foundation of what will follow in this project. However, it is worthwhile to narrow 
the scope somewhat through a deep reading of a figure central to this tradition, 
namely Maximus the Confessor. In doing so, a fuller understanding of this 
tradition will come into focus. It will be clearer how practices function, how they 
relate to the ultimate aim and more immediate purposes, and to what extent there 
is room for a traditioned adaptation and innovation of practices within this 
tradition.  
Maximus the Confessor 
Maximus the Confessor, was a monastic living in Byzantium from the Late-
6th to the Mid-7th century.  This places him in a radically different context than 
Christian practitioners find themselves today.  It also means that his writing 
reflects his particular location.  His writings, in many instances, have particular 
intended audiences—some not always so universal.  Nevertheless, Maximus’ 
thought had already come to widespread prominence in the decades following his 
death.  Much of his thought has become foundational both historically and in the 
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contemporary context.  This is due in part to the use of his theological perspective 
during the Monothelite 349and Monoenergism350 controversies that came to a head 
in the years leading up to the 6th Ecumenical Council.  Additionally, a large portion 
the monumentally influential 17th century text, The Philokalia, compiled by 
Nikodemos the Hagiorite and Makarios of Corinth, consists of his writings. 
 Although often remarkably dense and theoretical in much of his writing, 
Maximus thought has profound practical significance. 351  There has been a 
                                               
349 Monothelitism (Gk, monos, meaning “one” and thelēma, meaning will), an early 
Christian heresy, signifies “the teaching that there is but one divine-human will in the 
incarnate Christ.” As Shedd writes in his Dogmatic Theology, “Orthodox Christology 
rejects Monothelitism on the grounds that a complete human will is essential to a human 
nature. Without a human will Christ’s incarnation would be only partial. Monothelitism 
was formally rejected at the Council of Constantinople in 680.” William Greenough 
Thayer Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, ed. Alan W. Gomes, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R 
Pub., 2003), 957–958. 
350 Monoenergism (Gk. monos (one) and energia (energy), signifies that there was 
only a single, divine will in the person of Jesus Christ. This together with Monothelitism, 
become one of the primary theological controversies to which Maximus offers his voice. 
They were also the issues that led to his exile and eventual death following the severing 
of his hand and removal of his tongue. An account of his arguments on these issues can 
be found in Maximus the Confessor, The Disputation with Pyrrhus of Our Father Among the 
Saints Maximus the Confessor, trans. Joseph P. Farrell (Waymart, PA: St. Tikhon's 
Monastery Press, 2014). 
351 Maximus was well acquainted with the philosophical schools that came before 
him—of note is his knowledge and use of Aristotelian virtue ethics. Concerning this 
Blowers writes, “Living and writing in the first half of the seventh century, Maximus 
benefited from a long prior history of patristic appropriation of elements of Platonic, 
Aristotelian, and Stoic ethics that extended all the way back to Paul’s own use of 
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resurgence of interest in his corpus by scholars in the past few decades. Several 
articles and books have been published recently that address what might be called 
Maximian virtue ethics. 352   This section will serve as an introduction to his theory 
of virtue, with special attention to Maximus’ understanding of key concepts to the 
larger project—namely, praxis, virtue, and his understanding of the purpose 
(skopós) as it relates to the aim (telos) of Christian life and practice. Maximus’ 
thought has a teleological orientation towards union with God, or as it has been 
                                               
Hellenistic moral philosophy. Even if he read some classical philosophers directly or used 
doxographies, his engagement with them was primarily filtered through Christian 
sources. Maximus indicates clear familiarity, for example, with the Aristotelian ideas that 
virtue is a habitus (ἕξις) of the soul, that it intrinsically leads to eudaimonia, and that virtue 
is by definition a ‘mean’ between dispositional extremes of excess and defect.” Paul M. 
Blowers, "Aligning and Reorienting the Passible Self: Maximus the Confessor’s Virtue 
Ethics," Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 3 (2013): 334. His employment of these aspects of 
Aristotle’s thought makes him well-positioned as a conversation partner with Bass and 
Dykstra who, through MacIntyre, engage with the same ethical system. However, one 
should note that Maximus has radically different understanding of virtue.  For one, they 
are natural to the human being (cf. Louth, “Virtue Ethics: Maximus &Aquinas,” 354). 
Additionally, all of the virtues were open to every person. Cf. Sales, “Divine Incarnation 
through the Virtues,” 354. 
352 See for example, Paul M. Blowers, "Aligning and Reorienting the Passible Self: 
Maximus the Confessor’s Virtue Ethics," Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 3 (2013): 349. 
Joshua Sales, "Divine Incarnation through the Virtues: The Central Soteriological Role of 
Maximos the Confessor’s Aretology," St Vladimir's Seminary Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2014): 159-
160.) Engaging with a Maximian perspective in this leaves an opening for dialogue with 
others who reflect theologically on ideas that arise out of a conversation with virtue 
ethics—like Bass and Dykstra.  
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called elsewhere in this project, divine-human communion. To fully understand 
how practice and virtue fit into Maximus’ theology it is important to understand 
his larger cosmological framework, which in reality is a teleology centered on 
union with God.  
What follows below is a presentation of Maximus’ thought through the 
interpretive lenses of telos, skopós, morphé, and praxis. It would be impossible in one 
chapter to address Maximus’ entire corpus; therefore, the direct engagement with 
Maximus found in this section will be selective, but also representative.  It will 
make some effort to draw on several genres (philosophical/“dogmatic” 353 
(Ambigua to John, Chapters On Theology; exegetical, Questions and Doubts); ascetical 
(Centuries On Love, Ascetical Life); and mystagogical (Mystagogia). The  selections 
were made in an eclectic, but not arbitrary manner.  The sections of this chapter 
that  utilize the interpretive lenses of telos and skopós  to explore Maximus’ thought 
draw heavily—due to the somewhat more theoretical nature of their scope—with 
                                               
353  Although Maximus’ writings often bear the marks of dogmatic theological 
inquiry, no one work can rightly be called a systematic theology.  That being said, there 
have been some efforts—particularly in the latter half of the 20th century and beginning of 
the 21st century—to systematize his thought. This project also aims to provide some 
systematization to the Maximian corpus through the chosen interpretive lenses; however, 
this is not the primary focus.   
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his philosophical/dogmatic and exegetical works.354 As Maximus’ discussion of 
practices and the forms that they take is most explicitly discussed in his ascetical 
and mystagogical texts, these will be the primary sources for the sections on morphé 
and praxis. 355  The ascetical texts will be especially helpful in the discussion of 
personal ascetical practices and their forms. As Maximus’ Mystagogy is an account 
of a corporate practice—namely, a commentary on the liturgy—it will be most 
useful in the discussion of communally performed activities.  
With these orienting points noted about the use of Maximus’ works in this 
project, a few qualifications must be added about his corpus more generally. First, 
Maximus’ works appear to articulate a fairly unified perspective through the use 
of remarkably different language. This means that, at times, this project will use 
multiple metaphors to describe a single idea—at least singular in practice. Second, 
in relation to the aims of this project, at times his voice falls silent.  He does not 
speak about practices in an entirely normative or consistent manner. At times, 
when discussing what might be identified as a particular practice—or at least one 
                                               
354 This does not mean that the more philosophical/dogmatic texts will not appear 
in the sections guided by the interpretive lenses of morphé and praxis. 
355 Again, this does not mean that these sections will not reference the teleological 
or “skopiological” aspects of these texts.  
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form of a practice—in a contemporary context, he names it with this signifier 
virtue.  Likewise, when discussing the virtues—or at least what one might identify 
as the virtues in contemporary virtue ethics—he claims that one practices them.  
Praxis, refers both to the first stage of spiritual life (also called practical philosophy 
by Maximus) and ascetical activities performed formed in the spiritual life. This 
project will attempt to preserve the imprecise nature of Maximus’ use of language 
about practice, virtue, and praxis, while allowing the lenses to elucidate some of 
the ambiguities that such vagueness produces. 
Structurally, this section will be further divided based on the interpretive 
lenses and some related concepts that emerge from Maximus’ thought.  Realizing 
that there is quite a bit of overlap between the different lenses it will be necessary 
to present them in pairs. First, there will be a discussion of Maximus’ writings 
through the lenses of skopós and telos. Although there will be some effort to 
distinguish Maximus’ vision of the skopós and telos of Christian life and practice, it 
will become clear that these lenses simply provide two perspectives on the same 
reality—one temporal and the other eternal. 356  As with the section Orthodox 
                                               
356  This will become clearer below, but for now it suffices to say that the 
designations temporal and eternal interpenetrate each other in a manner that parallels the 
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Christian approaches to practice above, Maximus’ thought oriented towards an 
eschatological divine-human communion and its present embodiment through 
the virtues. However, Maximus speaks about these matters in a nuanced—and 
unique—manner. After a brief affirmation of the connection between theosis and 
its embodiment in the virtues, a section will follow on Maximus’ theology of the 
One Logos and the many logoi, as means of understanding theosis. This conversation 
will continue in the section that follows on Maximus concept of well-being and its 
relationship to the acquisition of the virtues and coming to gnosis through theoria 
(skopós).  To better understand how the interplay of telos and skopós relates to 
Maximus’ broader theological cosmology and anthropology (which are 
themselves interconnected) a discussion of his Ambigua 41—a text on what 
Maximus identifies as the divisions inherent in creation and how they are united—
follows next.  This is in turn followed by a presentation of the connection between 
uniting the divisions inherent in creation and the stages of spiritual life—which 
correspond to the stages discussed above, but with some gradation. The treatment 
of telos and skopós will end with a brief discussion of Maximus’ Christology as it 
                                               
relationship of skopós, as immediate purpose, and telos, as ultimate aim. The skopós is the 
temporal actualization of the eternal telos.  
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relates to what precedes it and an introduction to relationality as it relates to 
Christian life and practice in his thought.   
The discussion will then shift to a reading of Maximus through the lenses 
of morphé and praxis. Unlike Bass and Dykstra, there is less explicit distinction 
between practices and the forms they take. Thus, the lenses will be employed 
simultaneously to construct an image of practice in Maximus’ thought, that is 
textured, but aware of the relative silence concerning certain aspects of Christian 
life and practice.  This section will begin with some remarks that correlate morphé 
and praxis to the discussion of telos and skopós above. It will then offer an account 
of community and practices in the writings of Maximus. Such a report will 
highlight the corporate and personal aspects of Maximus’ understanding of 
spiritual life.  It will begin with Maximus’ ecclesiology and the communal practices 
related thereto.  It will then move to an examination of personal spirituality and 
the corresponding corporate and personal ascetic practices.  The chapter will end 
with some important framing remarks in anticipation of the conversations in 
subsequent chapters.  These will include some thoughts on the potential space in 
Maximus’ thought for the innovation of forms (outward expressions of traditional 
practices) and the introduction of new practices; this will be complexified by a 
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discussion of the necessity for a clear intentionality in the performance of practices.  
This will conclude with a recapitulation of what was presented in the rest of the 
chapter through the unifying perspective of love—as practice, (chief) virtue, as 
way of perceiving reality, and mode of being. 
Skopós and Telos in Maximus 
Maximus’ writings on Christian life and practice present a clear, 
teleologically oriented, ethically-grounded, practical spirituality, with a 
discernible skopós and telos.  In his writing, the aim and purpose of human life 
cannot be separated from its embodied actualization in practice.357  Maximus notes 
that the sensible world, “comes to its fulfillment through the practice of the 
virtues.”358  Human beings actualize this fulfillment in their own lives, “with the 
different forms of virtues,” “having passed beyond not simply the principles of 
                                               
357 For example, in his discussion of the Lord’s Prayer (itself a particular practice), 
Maximus writes, “The [purpose] (skopós) of the prayer should direct us to the mystery of 
deification. On the Lord’s Prayer, Maximus, Selected Writings, 118. This will be a key concept 
in the discussion of practices at the end of this chapter and to the larger aims of this project.  
358 Amb. 10.41, in Maximos the Confessor, On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The 
Ambigua, trans. Nicholas Constas, vol. I (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2014.), 211. All translations of the citations from the Ambigua of Maximus will come from 
this critical edition of the Ambigua. Henceforward the Ambigua will be cited with the 
abbreviation “Amb.,” followed by the section and paragraph numbers, then the short form 
citation. This volume is also a critical edition of the Greek text. 
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being, but also the principles of the virtues themselves,” “they arrived at the One 
who is beyond them, for they hastened upward in a manner beyond ordinary 
knowledge to the Word who transcends all being and goodness, for He is both the 
source and final perfection of their being.” Through the practice of the virtues and 
contemplation, they are “wholly united with the whole Word,” as much as they 
are uniquely capable, they are “imbued with His own qualities,” and are like 
“mirrors” “reflecting the form of God the Word.” They “possess the fullness of His 
divine characteristics,” without losing what was theirs, but, rather, “yielded to 
what is better” becoming “completely mixed with light,” 359  that is, divine 
presence. Therefore, the (ascetic) practices360, or virtues, of which Maximus speaks, 
are simply the indwelling of the divine presence in the person who, strives to 
become “like a clay pitcher,” out of which divinity pours forth. Interestingly 
                                               
359 Amb. 10.19, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 209; 211; 213.  
360 In Maximus’ writings, the notion of askesis, as “exercised discipline,” refers to 
the whole process of spiritual life. However, ascetic practices, seem to corresponds to the 
first stage of spiritual life, practical philosophy in Maximus cf. Andrew Louth, "Virtue 
Ethics: St Maximos the Confessor and Aquinas Compared," Studies in Christian Ethics 26, 
no. 3 (2013): 355. Nevertheless, there appears to be some indication that at least the second 
stage, natural theoria, also has “practices” (in the MacIntyrian sense) associated with it, for 
example contemplation. (see below for a more detailed discussion of this).   Maximus 
tends to not distinguish the idea of practices from the particular the form/outward 
expression that they take. 
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though, for Maximus, breaking from the virtue tradition of Aristotle, the virtues 
themselves are the natural state of human beings, and ascetical practices are 
performed to remove those attachments, unnatural to the soul, which prevent the 
person from actualizing their natural state. 361 
The virtues, for Maximus, are the “embodiment of theosis,” as Hamalis and 
Papanikolaou note.362 Theosis is manifested in the virtues.  In his Centuries on Love, 
Maximus notes, however, that there are both “virtues of the body and virtues of 
                                               
361  cf. Louth, "Virtue Ethics,” 355.  Louth draws on the discussion between 
Maximus and Pyrrhos on the topic of the virtues.  In this debate, Maximus indicates that 
one seeks not to add something to nature, through the acquisition of the virtues, but, 
rather not longer live “contrary to nature” in order to live according to nature.  This will 
become significant in the discussion of the logoi below.  Furthermore “Ascetic struggle is 
necessary, because we have departed from what is natural.” Louth, “Virtue Ethics,” 358. 
This will also lead into the discussion of asceticism and practice too.   
362 Hamalis and Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode.” It should be noted that 
for Maximus, the embodiment of theosis (in the virtues), is in fact, a divine incarnation. 
Sales notes, “of all the staggering insights the Confessor contributed to the history of 
Christian thought, the capacity for God to be incarnated in virtuous humans is both one 
of the most crucial, albeit puzzling, fundaments of his theological system and almost 
incontrovertibly the most overlooked…it is through human virtues, ultimately, that God 
can actualize the mystery of his Incarnation for the salvation of the universe.” (Joshua 
Sales, "Divine Incarnation through the Virtues: The Central Soteriological Role of 
Maximos the Confessor’s Aretology," St Vladimir's Seminary Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2014): 159-
160.)  Sales nuances this slightly by arguing that Maximus specifies (“quietly”) that it is 
Jesus Christ “is the essence of every virtue,” rather than “God.” Sales notes that “it would 
be to state that God is the essence of the virtues would have been an unnecessary 
abstraction from the groundedness of virtue which the Confessor sees embodied in the 
human person of Jesus Christ.” (Sales, “Divine Incarnation,”168.) 
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the soul.” 363   He continues, “Bodily virtues are, for example, fasting, vigils, 
sleeping on the ground, service to others, manual labor done so as not to burden 
anyone or to have something to share, and so forth.”  These virtues are practiced, 
or perhaps, are themselves practices. They are actions performed both 
individually and communally. One could postulate that these are not uniquely 
Christian practices—though it is likely that at least some of Maximus’ list, are 
universally ascetic (regardless of tradition).  Accompanying the bodily virtues, or 
practices, are the “virtues of the soul.” Maximus lists “love,” “forbearance,” 
“meekness,” “self-mastery,” and “prayer.”  Aside from the latter—prayer—one 
might argue that this list more closely resembles a virtue proper—a disposition, or 
character trait. Maximus indicates in the Centuries on Love that virtue, whether of 
the body or the soul, are practiced.  They are performed repeatedly, so as to 
refashion the person into a more receptive vessel of divine-presence, or, rather, the 
embodiment of “divine-human communion.” 
                                               
363 Centuries on Love II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. For the Greek critical 
edition of the Centuries On Love see, Aldo Ceresa-Gastaldo, ed., Massimo Confessore: 
Capitoli Sulla Carità, Verba Seniorum N.S 3 (Rome: Editrice Studium, 1963). 
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The purpose and aim—or skopós and telos—of ascetic practices, are 
openness to divine presence and union with God in the Person of the Logos 
through the Spirit. Maximus sees a unity between the skopós and telos of ascetic 
praxis and the morphé364 (form) it takes. There are certainly recognizable practices 
in recognizable forms, however, what Maximus provides in his writing is a schema 
by which practices are infused with meaning through an orientation towards a 
particular end, theosis. Nicholas (Maximos) Constas writes in his introduction to 
the Ambigua to John that despite the depth and breadth of the text it is “unified 
around the experience of divinization… the desire of human nature for 
assimilation to God, and the yearning of the creature to be wholly contained 
within the Creator.” 365  Although this references the Ambigua of Maximus in 
particular, it is also true of the entire Maximian corpus.  The practices are framed 
within a conception of the cosmos in which the skopós and telos of everything is the 
process of becoming united to God.  In Maximus’ view, the Logos is both the Arche 
                                               
364 The below will elaborate on the morphé (form) that a practice takes, and its value 
for the larger aim of this project, the formulation of an Orthodox Christian theory of 
practice.  It will also make note of the possibility for variance in form.   
365 Maximos the Confessor, introduction to On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The 
Ambigua, trans. Nicholas Constas, Vol. I (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2014), xvi.  
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and the Telos of everything—the beginning and end.  Human beings are the 
instruments of divine providence, inasmuch as they are capable of receiving and 
transmitting the presence of God.   It is through the “progress in virtue” that the 
human being actualizes the divine presence in creation. Constas writes,  
In the case of human beings, returning to God is identified with progress in 
virtue, insofar as the essence of every virtue is God Himself, who wills to 
be incarnated in the virtuous, communicating His own properties to their 
souls, and through their souls to their bodies, so that the whole person 
becomes God by the grace of God who became man.366 
  
For Maximus, the virtuous life is not simply about cultivating objectively good 
character. Neither is it simply about the unity of the individual with God.  Virtue, 
and the practice thereof, is about the transformation of the world, a transfiguration 
of creation, a divinization of cosmos. Virtue moves beyond ethics or morality in 
Maximus’ thought—it has universal implications. To fully understand both ascetic 
practice and virtue in Maximus, it is vital to see them in the light of the purpose 
and aim of the totality of creation.  It is only from this perspective that communal 
and individual efforts find their significance.  
In Maximus’ writings, particularly in the Ambigua, he highlights two 
essential aspects of spiritual life: ascetical practice and contemplation.  The former 
                                               
366 Maximos the Confessor, introduction to On Difficulties, xviii. 
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has to do with bodily practices—as noted above these include “fasting, vigils, 
sleeping on the ground, service to others, manual labor done so as not to burden 
anyone or to have something to share, and so forth. The virtues of the soul are 
love, forbearance, meekness, self-mastery, prayer, and so forth.” 367 —and 
theoretical practices—love, forbearance, meekness, self-mastery, prayer, and so 
forth—both referred to as virtues in Maximus. Contemplation on the other hand 
has to do with gnosis—vision, or perception—and is associated with the second 
stage of spiritual life, natural theoria. Having established the framework from 
which to view Maximus’ understanding of ascetic practice and virtue, it is fitting 
to delve deeper into his writings on the topics.  The sections that follow will 
present an account of his writings on ascetic practice and virtue respectively.  
Logos, Tropos, Skopós, Telos368 
 Maximus’ writings reflect his extensive knowledge of philosophy.  
Therefore, much of his thought can come across as quite ethereal. The sections that 
                                               
367 Centuries on Love II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. 
 
368 This section heading is inspired by Dionysios Skliris’ work on Maximus. See 
Dionysios Skliris, "Eschatological Teleology," "Free Dialectic," "Metaphysics of the 
Resurrection": The Three Antimonies That Make Maximus an Alternative European 
Philosopher," in Maximus the Confessor as a European Philosopher, ed. Soteris Mitralexis 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017). 
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follows will offer an account of Maximus’ understanding of Christian life and 
practice as it manifests itself in some of his deeper philosophical/theological 
propositions.   
The One Logos and the Many Logoi369  
Central to Maximus’ thought concerning the purpose and aim of Christian 
life and practice is his theology of the logoi.  The contemplation of logoi, for 
Maximus, is the second stage of the spiritual life.370 Maximus understands the 
many logoi to be the mediations of the one Logos throughout the extremes of 
creation. Maximus writes,  
Who…if he were carefully to direct the contemplative power of his own 
soul to their infinite natural differences and variety, and, with the analytical 
power of reason, were (together with these) to distinguish in his mind the 
logos according to which they were created, would not, I ask, fail to know 
the one Logos as many logoi, indivisibly distinguished amid the differences 
of created things, owing to their specific individuality, which remains 
unconfused both in themselves and with respect one another?371 
                                               
369 It goes well beyond the scope, and certainly outside the purpose of this project 
to give a full account of Maximus’ theology of the logoi.  This section will simply offer a 
brief description of those elements of thought on the subject.  For a more detailed 
presentation of Maximus’ logos-theology see, Lars Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The 
Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 1995). Note 
especially, Ch. 2.4 
370 See discussion below.  
371 Amb. 7.15. Maximos, On Difficulties I, 95. 
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Here Maximus is describing the relationship that the logoi (reasons/inner 
principles) have to the One Logos, the Second Person of the Trinity. He continues, 
“From all eternity, He [God] contained within Himself the pre-existing logoi of 
created beings.”372  They are like the eternal blueprints from which God, at the time 
and place appropriate to each, creates the multiplicity of creatures.373 Each thing 
was preceded by the logos of its own being; however, it is also clear that each 
particular existence also has a plethora of logoi making up its parts. Thus, all things 
have their being from God both as the Creator and by virtue of the fact that the 
logoi of all things that exist, were eternally in the one Logos, in whom, as can be 
seen repeatedly in Maximus’ writings, all things are recapitulated.374  This is a 
profound aspect of Eastern Christian thought that would warrant volumes itself.  
In brief, the foundation of creation is not in the act of creation in history, but in the 
                                               
372 Amb. 7.16. Maximos, On Difficulties I, 95. 
 
373 Sales defines them as “the divine ideas or principles in accordance with which 
God brings into existence the cosmos in all its constitutive parts.” Joshua Salés, "Divine 
Incarnation through the Virtues: The Central Soteriological Role of Maximos the 
Confessor’s Aretology," St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2014): 161. 
374 cf. Amb. 7, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 97. 
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eschaton.375 That is to say, the foundation of being is located in eternity—the future 
of all historically situated beings. 376   Thus the telos of existence is intimately 
connected to the telos of practice.   
There is still a divide between the Uncreated God, and creation despite logoi 
and the future unity for which Christians hope.  The logoi are the fixed boundaries 
of things created, but are not bound to creation. They are the mediations of the 
Logos. They are eternally present in the “mind of God,” but are not themselves 
God. They could be described as the reasons for which everything created exists.377  
                                               
375 This concept is found throughout the writings of John Zizioulas, and will be 
expounded upon in his forthcoming volume Remembering the Future—however, there is 
no date set for the release of this text. 
376  Although humans speak in temporal term concerning the Eschaton, it is 
important to note that eternity is not a temporal reality set in the future.  It is only in 
relationship to human beings’ own experience of time that they view eternal life in terms 
of the future, or Eschaton.  Eternity as the “realm” of the Uncreated God is outside of time.  
Humans, being historically situated beings, are in the process of becoming what they will 
be in eternity.  What one is, is what one will become in one’s temporally located future, 
but what has always been in the “mind of God” from eternity.  
377 It is important to note that there is degree of ambiguity regarding the created-
ness vs. uncreated-ness of the logoi. See, Kyrill Zinkovskiy and Methody Zinkovskiy, 
"Hierarchic Anthropology of Saint Maximus the Confessor," International Journal of 
Orthodox Theology 2, no. 4 (2011): 43-61.  In their work, they note that there is some debate 
between scholars on what exactly the logoi are in Maximus’ writing.  For the purposes of 
this paper, it is important to note that the logoi occupy a “place” that is somewhere 
between the uncreated and created, as the “uncreated intentions,” or “predeterminations” 
of God.  They exist eternally in God, and yet they correspond to determinate reality and 
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Essentially, the logoi mark the “restrictions and predeterminations” inherent in 
creation.378  For Maximus, the circumstances in which humanity, and by extension 
all creation, find themselves is the result of a failure to exist in accordance with 
these “restrictions and predeterminations.” Maximus, and the Christian tradition, 
often see this is a result of free will.  Humanity is free, not from necessity like God, 
but to choose.  What is this choice afforded by free will? It is the choice to live in 
accordance with the “restrictions and predeterminations” or not to.  It is to 
conform to the logos of one’s being or live contrary to it.  To use Maximus’ 
language, it is to use one’s self-determination (free will) to actualize the tropos 
(mode) of one’s being toward well-being or to fail and slip into a tropos of ill-
being.379  To be in a state of ill-being is to walk the narrow line between being and 
                                               
thus are not God. Symbolically one could say that they are the thoughts of the mind of 
God. 
378  Concerning the differences between uncreated and created Yannaras writes, 
“Within this ontological perspective, there exists a fundamental and defining difference 
between uncreated and created. What is uncreated is the triadic oneness of self-existent 
freedom; what is created is the fruit of this loving existential mode in its “ad extra” 
realization and manifestation. As fruit of a causal fruit of a causal conception, will, or 
energy, the created possesses the predeterminations and limitations of a given logos—that 
is, of a given essence or nature—and consequentially, as a mode of existence, it also 
possesses the logos that defines atomic onticity.” Christos Yannaras, Relational 
Ontology (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2011) 103. 
379 See Ambigua 7 and 15.  
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non-being.  One must seek deliverance from this these circumstances—such as the 
propensity to sin— that is, one is obliged to, out of necessity, orient one’s being 
toward well-being or ill-being.  
Skopós, Tropos, Well-Being, and the Virtues  
Creation finds itself in a profoundly difficult circumstance in Maximus’ 
thought.  It is balancing on the line between being and non-being.  However, it is 
unlikely that existence will slip into non-existence any time soon or in the distant 
future. For now, it suffices to say that creation exists indefinitely. Therefore, it is 
essential to find the proper orientation, to establish a telos toward which one can 
strive. The telos—theosis—and the skopós—the acquisition of the virtues, and gnosis 
through theoria—in Maximus’ writing it become clearer within the discussion of 
the relationship between the logoi and well-being—living in accordance with the 
logoi.  
Creation, for Maximus, exists in a constant state of potentiality. This is felt 
in a particularly powerful manner by humanity.  Humans, having a degree of self-
determination, or free-will, have the ability to actualize the mode of their being 
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positively towards well-being or negatively towards ill-being. 380  Conformance 
with the logos of one’s being leads one to actualize the tropos—mode—of well-
being. Conversely, non-conformance leads to actualization in the tropos of ill-
being.   
For clarity, it is important to note what is meant by the term tropos, or mode, 
of being in Maximus’ thought.  First, by virtue of the fact of creation beings exist.  
That is to say, created beings have existence.  The tropos, or mode, of being refers 
to the way in which particular beings actualize that existence in time and space. 
As stated above, this can either be a tropos of well-being or ill-being. In the 
culmination of all things—that is, in the eschaton—the tropos of the particulars will 
be fixed eternally.  Thus, the tropos of one’s being will actualize as either eternal 
well-being or eternal ill-being. In Maximus’ thought, the topos (location) of this 
actualization is twofold.  First it is in the soul of the particular person. Secondly, 
and more perfectly, in the eschatological reality of the Eucharistic assembly.381  
                                               
380 See Maximus, Ambigua and Nicholas Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology. 
381 See  again, Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology. Loudovikos draws heavily from 
both the Ambigua of Maximus and Maximus’ Mystagogy. This will also be significant in any 
discussion of ecclesial practice, which Yannaras sets in opposition to religion. See, 
Yannaras,  Against Religion. 
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It is crucial to restate that the logoi are the one Logos in multiplicity.382  
Therefore, the conformance to the logos of one’s being also mean conformance to 
God’s will.  The tropos of well-being is the actualization of one’s eschatological self, 
that is, one’s self in union with God. Created beings are oriented and move 
towards their natural end, which is also their beginning, namely God.  About this 
Maximus writes: 
If, then, rational creatures are created beings, then surely they are subject to 
motion, since they are moved from their natural beginning in being, toward 
a voluntary end in well-being.  For the end of the motion of things that are 
moved is to rest within eternal well-being itself, just as their beginning was 
being itself, which is God, who is the giver of being and the bestower of the 
grace of well-being, for He is the beginning and the end. For from God come 
both our general power of motion (for He is our beginning), and the 
particular way that we move toward Him (for He is our end).383 
 
As God is our end, one could also claim that God is the telos—or, put another way, 
union with God is the telos—which is why it is possible to speak of an 
eschatological ontology.384  The struggle to manifest the tropos of well-being, is 
                                               
382 For more on this connection see, Lars Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The 
Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor, 2nd ed. (Chicago, IL: Open Court 
Publishing Company, 1995), 75-77.  
 
383 Amb. 7.10. Maximos, On Difficulties I, 87. 
 
384 This is the expected topic in John  Zizioulas’ forthcoming volume Remembering 
the Future: An Eschatological Ontology. There is as of yet no determined date of publication.  
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orient oneself towards the skopós of Christian life—virtue and gnosis through 
theoria.  To acquire the virtues is to actualize the telos—divine-human 
communion—in history.  One’s present well-being—that is, the present tropos of 
being in conformation to one’s true being, one’s eschatological being—is the 
foretaste of one’s eternal well-being—an image of the age to come.385 
 Maximus does not contain his discussion of well-being to the eschaton, 
however.  Instead, he presents a philosophically astute, practical spirituality, in 
                                               
385 Orthodox theology would argue that this is most perfectly manifested in the 
Eucharistic assembly. The Church, in that it is constituted in the Eucharist, must not be 
understood as a thing.  The Eucharist, as both the communal action and the physical 
elements, signify the entry into new a mode of being, a communal experience of divine-
human communion, or theosis. It is a corporate action, a mode of being as a community, 
not a being in and of itself. Concerning this Metropolitan Zizioulas writes, 
In our conscience, the Eucharist is connected to the expression of a pietism that 
views it as an object, a thing, a means of expressing our piety and facilitating our 
salvation.  However, the older understanding of the Eucharist views it not only or 
primarily as a thing, but as an action (and especially as an act of assembly), as a 
liturgy (this Orthodox term is very characteristic) and as the common (catholic) 
expression of the whole Church—not as a vertical relationship between the 
individual and God. (John Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion and the 
World (London: T & T Clark, 2011), 123.) 
Zizioulas, a prominent Orthodox theologian frequently expounds what has been termed 
a Eucharistic Ecclesiology.  Loudovikos, a student of Zizioulas, also reflects on the 
primacy of the Eucharist. See Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology. 
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which one is able to actualize the reality of the eschaton—the telos—in the present 
through a holy manner of living.  He writes:   
It was in this manner that all the saints, having genuinely received the 
divine and unerring Word, passed through this present age, without their 
souls leaving so much as a footprint in any of its pleasures. For it was on 
the highest attributes (logoi) accessible by man concerning God, namely His 
goodness and love, that they rightly concentrated their vision, and it was 
from these that they learned that God was moved to give being to all the 
things that exist, and to grant them the grace of well-being—if it is 
permissible to speak of “movement” with respect to God, who alone is the 
Unmoved, and not rather of His will, which moves all things, bringing them 
into, and sustaining them in, being, while never in any way being moved 
itself. And it was with a view to these that the saints wisely modeled 
themselves, and owing to their expert imitation they now bear the 
distinguishing characteristic— manifest through the virtues — of the 
hidden and invisible beauty of the divine magnificence. 386 
 
The saints, in this life, manifested “the hidden and invisible beauty of the divine 
magnificence,” “through the virtues,” even as they “passed through this present 
age.” Describing the qualities of these saints, he continues,  
Thus they themselves became good, and lovers of both God and their fellow 
men, full of compassion and mercy, and were proved to possess one single 
disposition of love for the whole of mankind, by means of which they held 
fast, throughout the whole of their earthly life, to the ultimate form of 
virtue, by which I mean humility, which is a firm safeguard of all that is 
good, and undermines everything that is opposed to it, and so they became 
impregnable to the temptations that besieged them, both those that fall 
within the power of our will to control, and those that do not, for they wore 
                                               
386 Amb. 10.51, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 341. 
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down through continence the internal rebellions of the former, and by 
patient endurance they repelled the onslaughts of the latter. 387 
 
They maintained this state “throughout the whole of their earthly life,” not just as 
some holy state in some far-off future.  Concerning this movement through life, he 
continues: 
For being attacked on two fronts, that is, by glory and dishonor, they 
remained unshaken and immovable in the  face of both, being neither 
wounded by insults, thanks to their voluntary self-abnegation, nor 
succumbing to earthly glory, thanks to their extreme familiarity with 
poverty. And thus they were dominated neither by anger, nor envy, nor 
rivalry, nor hypocrisy, nor cunning, nor calculated pretenses of friendship 
aiming to deceive through appearances and manipulate things toward 
some other end (which is the most destructive of all the passions), nor desire 
for the seemingly splendid things of life, nor any other vice from the wicked 
swarm of the passions, nor threats directed at them from their enemies, nor 
any form of death. Therefore they are rightly judged to be blessed both by 
God and by men, for by the grace of the bountiful God they made 
themselves shining images of the radiant, ineffable glory that is to come, so 
that, filled with joy, they might be united with the principles of those very 
virtues that they had come to know, or rather with God (for whose sake 
they, dying a daily death, patiently endured their life on earth), for in Him 
preexist the principles of all good things, as if from an ever-flowing spring, 
in a single, simple, unified embrace, and they draw to Him all those who 
rightly and naturally use the powers that have been given to them for this 
very purpose.388  
 
                                               
387 Amb. 10.51, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 341; 343. 
388 Amb. 10.51, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 343. 
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It was only in their perseverance in their pursuit of God (“for whose sake they, 
dying a daily death, patiently endured their life on earth”) through the 
conformation to the logos of their being, the acquisition of the virtues and the 
coming to gnosis, actualizing the tropos of well-being, that they reached such an 
exalted state of sanctity.  
Conformation to the Logoi as the Acquisition of the Virtues and Coming to 
Gnosis—How Does One Do It? 
How does one conform to the logos of one’s being? In Maximus’ thought 
this happens when one surrenders one’s free will.  One chooses to live according 
to the “restrictions and predeterminations,” which mark the boundaries of their 
own existential reality.    Interestingly, Maximus insists that the surrender of one’s 
free will does not imply “the destruction of our own power of self-
determination”389, but rather a true becoming. It is in the voluntary surrender of 
the free will to the “source whence we received our being”390 that we become what 
                                               
389 Amb. 7, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 91. 
 
390 Amb. 7, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 91. 
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we were intended to be.  We conform ourselves to the archetype, as Maximus 
writes: 
Corresponding to it completely, in a way that an impression corresponds 
to its stamp, so that henceforth it has neither the inclination nor the ability 
to be carried elsewhere, or to put it more clearly and accurately it is no 
longer able to desire such a thing, for it will have received divine energy—
or rather it would have become God by divinization—experiencing far 
greater pleasure in transcending the things that exist and are perceived to 
be naturally its own.391 
 
The conformation of the image to the archetype about which St. Maximus writes 
is not given to all as it is not natural too human nature.  It is a grace of the Holy 
Spirit—that is an act of God through God’s uncreated energies.  The will is 
surrendered to God and God alone acts, “so that through all there only one sole 
energy, that of God and those worthy of God, or rather of God alone, who in a 
manner befitting His goodness wholly interpenetrates all who are worthy.”392 
Thus, what Maximus writes about the surrendering the will and the conformation 
of the image to the archetype connect with present discussion concerning the logoi 
and tropos of being.  When Maximus writes about the image which conforms to 
                                               
391 Amb. 7, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 91. 
 
392 Amb. 7, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 91. This project will not discuss what St. 
Maximus means by “those worthy of God” in great detail.  However, in brief, it is 
intimately connected to his concept of the logoi to which much of this chapter is devoted.  
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the archetype, we can understand it as the mode of being conforming to the reason 
of being, that is, the tropos to the logos. 
Spiritual Life  
All created things have logos of their being, a divine reason to their being.  
To be more exact, everything that exists is a union of the many logoi or reasons that 
make up their particular existential reality in the thought of Maximus. This section 
will look closely at the human person according to Maximus, thereby showing 
how the acquisition of the virtues and coming to gnosis through theoria, the skopós 
of Christian life, manifests themselves in his anthropology.  More concretely, it 
will show how the human person consists of many parts which must be formed 
into an integrated whole—essentially how the acquisition of the virtues is 
embodied in the human person, and how one comes to know God (gnosis). It will 
first present the human person as a psychosomatic whole, naming the different 
parts of the human being—with special attention given to the human soul, as this 
is quite significant to Maximus’ anthropology. Then it will shift to a discussion of 
the purpose of the spiritual life.  
What is a human person? The human person is a psychosomatic whole 
according to the theological anthropology common to Eastern Christian ascetical 
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theology, spirituality, and mysticism.  In order to interpret Maximus’ perspective 
on integration one has to have at least a cursory understanding of this 
psychosomatic unity.  In short, Maximus, as is true in most ascetical literature, 
understands that the human person can be divided—at least rhetorically—into 
body and soul. The soul is then partitioned into three parts 1) the appetitive 2) the 
irascible 3) the rational.393 At the pinnacle of the rational part of the soul is the nous 
(intellect).394  The person is, or at least ought to be, an integrated whole.  When one 
fails to be an integrated whole, they exist in contrary to the logos of their being.395 
                                               
393 Here one will note the influence of Plato and the stoic tradition.   
394 One will see that this chapter make several cursory remarks about the parts of 
the soul and their connection to other aspects of Maximus’ thought. This will be important 
in the discussion of Maximus’ cosmology and the stages of the spiritual life.  
395 Orthodox spirituality is sometimes called a “therapeutic science” or “the science 
of spiritual medicine.” See, Hierotheos Vlachos, Orthodox Psychotherapy: The Science of the 
Fathers, trans. Esther Williams (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery, 2000). 
Without delving too deeply into this topic it suffices to say that the intention of this 
method of therapy is to integrate the extremes of the particular person.  The essential idea 
is that because the nous (intellect) has been dirtied as a result of the fall, the soul is oriented 
to the things below—that is, things other than God.  The soul is at the mercy of the body.  
Thus soul-therapy is employed to reorient the natural energies of the soul to their proper 
function.  This soul-therapy, is comprised of a set of fixed practices that are employed for 
the healing of spiritual illness. The ultimate goal is that the rational part of the soul will 
reign in the appetitive and the irascible parts of the soul, so that the nous, no longer sullied 
by the passions (the mis-oriented energies of the soul), can descend into the heart (the 
center of the person). It is in the heart that the person, integrated, actualizing the logos of 
its being, meets Christ. This model, which is traced back to Maximus, prioritizes practices 
that emerge out of a monastic paradigm. Although these practices are transferable to other 
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Virtue and gnosis, in Maximus’ thought, is really the purposeful orientation 
towards the actualization of an authentic tropos (mode) of being.   
Maximus’ Cosmology as Related to His Spiritual Anthropology: Bridging Natural 
Division Inherit in Creation—Particularly in the Hypostasis of the Incarnate 
Logos396 
In order for one to properly understand Maximus’ anthropology, and by 
extension his understanding of ascetical practice, it essential to know towards 
what end one is moving, and the manner in which virtue and gnosis—his skopós —
are present in his larger cosmological framework.  A prominent view of Maximus 
is that spiritual life, ascetical practice, and Christian life in general is a movement 
                                               
contexts the therapeutic model often prioritizes what might be called a skopós, spiritual 
health, over the ultimate aim, telos, despite still having as its goal theosis. This model is 
included here as another approach to Orthodox spirituality, that although drawing upon 
the same sources, proposes a different framework to interpret the literature. The language 
of spiritual medicine is a helpful articulation of the reality of the task of spiritual life, but 
it has some limitations, particularly outside the monastic context. See also, Hierotheos 
Vlachos, The Science of Spiritual Medicine: Orthodox Psychotherapy in Action, trans. Esther 
Williams (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery, 2010).  
396 It is important that the person of Jesus Christ be discussed further in this section.  
It would be difficult to present a systematic theology of the human condition without 
discussing Christ whom Christians see as the perfect human person.  Some might go as 
far as to say that He was the first human person, or the archetype of the human person.  
See, John Behr, The Mystery of Christ: Life in Death (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 2006). 
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towards God that reflects unity in diversity—with all of creation joined to God in 
unity while maintaining its multiform distinctions.397  This vision of the spiritual 
life leads to the realization that disunity and individualization are the antithesis of 
spiritual life. Maximus’ view of the spiritual life is steeped in the dichotomy 
between unity and diversity.  In his work the Ambigua to John, he offers an account 
of salvation history from the perspective of bridging divisions, disunity, and 
individualization by means of the recapitulation of all creation in Christ as a 
divine-human person.398 This reflects the corporate telos of spiritual life and the 
inherent skopós of Christian practice. It is possible to understand the bridging of 
the division inherent in creation as aspects of the Maximus’ vision of the purpose 
of Christian—ascetic—practice. 399  Here special attention will be paid to the 
                                               
397 This view is influenced by the theological/philosophical writings of Maximus, 
upon which this section draws.  Major proponents of Maximus’ cosmology in 
contemporary Orthodox theological thought include Metropolitan John Zizioulas, 
Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos, Panagiote Nellas, Christos Yannaras, and Nicholas 
Loudovikos.    
398 This of course is to be understood according to the definitions of the Ecumenical 
Councils, particularly the Forth through the Sixth, which lay down the theological 
understanding of the relationship of the divine and human natures in the person Jesus 
Christ, the Incarnate Logos.  
399 Breaking from the more conservative view within Orthodoxy, the fall is not 
viewed as a historic even.  It is rather a way of symbolizing the reality of disunity, or 
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understanding of the human person as it relates to the spiritual life as presented 
by Maximus.   
The paragraphs that follow will first summarize Maximus’ claims about 
salvation—which is bound together with his anthropology—using selections from 
his Ambigua to John, by means of the language of uniting the divisions inherent in 
creation. Then they will discuss the role that Christ plays in salvation due to the 
fall. It will emphasize the notion that Christ, although God, is still a human being 
and therefore subject to all the aspects of the human condition, except the tendency 
towards sin.400   
The Interplay of Skopós and Telos in the Cosmology and Anthropology of 
Maximus 
                                               
disharmony, in which we are.  The Genesis narrative is a metaphor describing the reality 
that wherever humanity is, they fail to actualize their ontological call.  
400The notion that Christ is not subject to the law of sin dates back to the New 
Testament (Hebrews 4:15).  It is categorically accepted in Orthodoxy that Christ was 
sinless. Sin being an ontological malady not simply an infraction against some divinely 
instituted legal system. 
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What is the telos of creation?  The ultimate end of the created world is 
toward that which it is moved, namely God.401 Creation is in a state of flux, or 
disharmony, as a result of the division inherent in created things.  Maximus, 
conceptualizes the flux in the created order through the framework of divisions, 
which are ultimately meant to be bridged, or united.  Maximus speaks extensively 
about this process in his Ambiguum 41 to John.  He reveals that “the existence of all 
things that have come into being is marked by five divisions.”402  
The first of these divisions is that of the uncreated and the created realities.  
Creation is separated from its Creator on account of its created-ness.  This is a 
significant point because it speaks not simply of an ontological division of persons, 
but more specifically an essential division in which the uncreated does not 
participate in the created-ness of creation.  It is absolutely other. Part one 
explicated this division at length.  God, the uncreated is completely other.  God 
acts in the world by means of God’s own uncreated energies—the natural 
emanations of the divine ousia. Creation, as noted above, also “existed” in the 
                                               
401 Amb. 7, cited in Paul Blowers, Maximus the Confessor, On the Cosmic Mystery of 
Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St. Maximus the Confessor, trans. Paul M. Blowers 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2003), 46. 
 
402 Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 103.  
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“mind” of God from all eternity.  This does not mean that creation is coeternal with 
God, however. Creation was created according to the divine blueprints, the one 
Logos as manifested in the many logoi. Nevertheless, these ideas, when expressed, 
are not God.   Uncreated-ness is shared only be the three hypostases of the Trinity.  
Thus, in this first division, unlike the other divisions, humanity does not 
participate on both extremes of the division.  Humanity, being created, does not 
participate in the uncreated-ness of the uncreated. Humanity is not divine, by ousia 
(nature).   
The next division about which Maximus speaks is between the sensible and 
the intelligible.  The sensible reality is that which is experienced as material or with 
some physicality.  The intelligible reality refers to the inner essences, or logoi, of 
created reality perceived by the intellect—in the Orthodox notion of stages of 
spiritual life, this is what is contemplated by the one who has passed the first stage 
purification to the second stage illumination (theoria).403   
The third division Maximus describes “is that according to which sensible 
nature is divided into heaven and earth.” 404  It is important to note that for 
                                               
403 See below.   
404 Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 103.  
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Maximus the division between the two realities of heaven and earth are not 
between a sensible and intelligible reality as in the previous division, but is a 
subdivision of the former.  Both realities heaven and earth exist in the under the 
realm of the sensible. This means that heaven is a reality that can exist within the 
material reality in which we live—a point to which this chapter will return in the 
discussion of the process of bridging the divisions.  The fourth division “is that 
according to which the earth is divided into paradise and the inhabited world.”405 
Biblically speaking paradise exists as part of the realm of earth. 406   It is not 
something other, but rather a portion thereof.  The final division is that which 
exists in humanity dividing it into male and female.  This division is unique in that 
“in place of the expected division of the inhabited world, there is a division of male 
and female which takes a more elaborate form,” as Fr. Maximus Constas 
                                               
 
405 Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 103.  
 
406 See Eugen Pentiuc, Jesus the Messiah in the Hebrew Bible. (New York: Paulist 
press. 2006). 
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comments. 407  Unlike the preceding divisions this one breaks from the flow, 
presenting a division seemingly separate from the others.  
Uniting the Divisions and the Acquisition of the Virtues and Coming to Gnosis 
through Theoria 
How are the divisions in the created reality united? The answer that 
Maximus gives is at the heart of the initial question of this section.  Ultimately the 
answer is found in the Christology of Maximus in relationship to his 
anthropology. Maximus reveals that it was humanity’s original purpose to 
overcome these divisions as their mediator.  He states: 
Through this potential [to unite that which is naturally divided] consistent 
with the purpose behind the organization of divided beings, man was 
called to achieve within himself the mode of their fulfillment, and so bring 
to light the great mystery of the divine plan, realizing in God the union of 
the extremes which exist among beings, by harmoniously joining in an 
ascending sequence the proximate to the remote, and inferior to the 
superior.408   
 
                                               
407  Here, Constas is referencig Ambiguum 41. Maximos the Confessor, On 
Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The Ambigua, trans. Nicholas Constas, vol. I (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 31. 
 
408 Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 105. 
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In humanity, “the extremes which exist among beings” were to be “joined” 
together. Maximus continues: 
This is why man was introduced last among beings—like a kind of natural 
bond mediating between the universal extremes through their parts, and 
unifying through himself things that by nature are separated from each 
other by a great distance—so that he might make of his own division a 
beginning of unity gathering up all things to God their Author, and then 
proceed by order and rank through the intermediate things, and so reach 
the limit of the sublime, unifying ascent in God, in whom there is not 
division.409 
 
Thus, human beings have a particular vocation, which is to bring all things into 
union with God.  This is accomplished as one brings together all things in oneself 
that are divided, and, by grace, being united to God.  In practice, this is done 
through the ascetical life, which is comprised of many activities (practices).  
The process of uniting the divisions in created reality works in reverse 
order—or “ascending sequence,” as shown above—beginning with the divisions 
between male and female, which Maximus sees within the context of the dialectic 
of pleasure and pain.410 Several contemporary authors relate the male and female 
                                               
409 Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 105. 
 
410 For more on the connection between the biological sexes and the pleasure pain 
dynamic see, Lars Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of Maximus the 
Confessor (Crestwood, MA: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2012), 81-83. 
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division with the principles of pleasure and pain caused by the passions. 411  
Maximus writes, “For mingled in sensual desire is the torment of pain, even when, 
through the overriding power of passion, it seems to lie hidden in those who are 
dominated by it.” 412  For Maximus, the division between male and female is 
tantamount to the spiritual battle against self-love, which is the root of all the 
passions. Ultimately the male and female aspects are not destroyed by the uniting 
of the division, but are subsumed into the common logos of a common humanity, 
much like any of the other divisions.  
Concerning the unification of the division between paradise and the 
inhabited land Maximus writes, “Then, once he had united paradise and the 
inhabited world through his own proper holy way of life, man would have 
fashioned a single earth not divided by him in the difference of its parts, but rather 
gathered together, for he would experience no subjection to any of its parts.”413  
                                               
411 See, Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Universe According to Maximus the Confessor. 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003). See also, Lars Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The 
Vision of Saint Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985); 
Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor (Chicago: 
Open Court Publishing Company, 1995.) 
412 von Balthasar, The Universe According to Maximus, 197. 
413 Amb. 41.4, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107. 
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Living a life, “identical in virtue in every manner with that of the angels”414 as 
Maximus puts it, bridges the divisions that exist between heaven and earth.  
Virtue, when present united heaven and earth. Then, through contemplation of 
the “principles of beings”415 —which correlates to Maximus’ understanding of 
contemplative ascetic practices—unites the intelligible and sensible realities. That 
is, one is attains unto the second stage of spiritual life theoria, with all its relevant 
virtues. Finally, one—having united creation within oneself—would have, “united 
created nature with the Uncreated through love… [And also] would have shown 
them to be one and the same by the possession of grace, the whole man wholly 
pervading the whole God, and becoming everything that God is, without however 
identity in essence, and receiving the whole of God instead of himself.”416 In other 
words, one would attain unto theosis, a tropos of being, which is also the telos of 
Christian life.  
The Christology of Maximus as a Basis of His Understanding of Christian Life 
and Practice 
                                               
414 Amb. 41.4, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107. 
 
415 Amb. 41.5, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107. 
 
416 Amb. 41.5, Maximos, On Difficulties II,  109. 
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Thus, for Maximus, the telos of creation broadly, and spiritual life 
specifically, is to be communion with God, the Uncreated.  Furthermore, it was 
humanity’s specific vocation to be the mediator through whom this occurs. The 
acquisition of the virtues, and gnosis through theoria, represent the postlapsarian 
attempt to open oneself to this role of mediator in Maximus’ thought.  Essentially, 
the reason that the skopós and telos are different is because human beings always 
falls short of actualizing this tropos.  The need for an immediate purpose, a skopós, 
is a result of the state of humanity after the fall. The telos, in its perfect expression 
has become chronologically distanced from the present experience.  Thus, the 
skopós is needed as a means of oriented present practice.  
It is impossible to understand Maximus’ anthropology, and by extension 
his spirituality, without addressing his perspective on Jesus Christ. As Tollefsen 
notes, “the economical activities of Christ, including the deification of His 
humanity, are the conditions for salvation and for the realization of the final end 
of human existence, deification.”417  How though does Christology, in light of 
Maximus’ anthropology, enter into this discussion in relation to the cosmological 
                                               
417 Torstein Tollefsen, Activity and Participation in Late Antique and Early Christian 
Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 169. 
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teleology of Maximus? Conversely, what does the cosmology of Maximus say 
about theological anthropology and Christian practice? Also, why did God have 
to become incarnate as the Logos did, as Christ? Presented simply it is because 
humanity failed418 to be the mediator and means of uniting the divisions inherent 
in creation.419  Maximus writes, “But moving naturally, as he was inclined to do, 
around the Unmoved, as his own beginning (I mean God), was not what man 
did." 420  He instead exacerbated these divisions—“he willingly and foolishly 
moved around the things below him”421—causing further division and even sin 
and death.  As Maximus affirms, “[he] was in great danger of lamentably returning 
                                               
418 This does not correspond to a specific historical fall necessarily.  It could relate 
also to a general state of human existence manifested as failure to actualize is being 
properly as the recapitulator of all creation.  Humanity continues to fail to actualize the 
mode of being proper to itself—even, as will become apparent in what follows, after Christ 
actualizes humanity’s vocation in his own humanity. 
419   Midic writes, “According to St. Maximus, the first man was supposed to 
manifest his freedom through a specific mode of existence in order to overcome the divisions 
among created beings (which resulted from the fact of being created, not only from 
original sin) while safeguarding their diversity, and united them with God, the Logos.” 
The “supposed to” implies a failure on the part of man, not only a description of the 
vocation itself.  Ignatije Midic, "The Roots of the Church according to St. Maximus the 
Confessor,” in Knowing the Purpose of Creation through the Resurrection, ed. Maxim 
Vasiljevic, translated by Sergei Veselinovic (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press, 2013), 343. 
420 Amb. 41.6, Maximos, On Difficulties II,  109. Concerning the natural movement 
of the created and the immovability of the Uncreated see Amb 7   
421 Amb. 41.6, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 109. 
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to non-being.” 422  God incarnates to unite the divisions in his divine-human 
hypostasis, because humanity did not.423  
Why did God have to become human?  As was mentioned above, uniting 
the divisions in the created reality is “humanity’s specific vocation.”  
Consequently God, although fully capable of bridging these divisions through 
God’s own will, chooses a second and more beautiful way, becoming creation and 
raising it up even from the consequences of sin and death, and from the brink of 
non-being.  God does this within the structure, which God established from the 
beginning, preserving humanity, whose nature God then assumes, as the mediator 
of unity in creation.  Maximus writes,  
“God became man” in order to save lost mankind.  And He united in 
Himself the natural fissures running through the general nature of the 
universe, bringing to light the universal principles manifested in the parts 
(through which the union of what is divided naturally come about), and 
thus He fulfilled the great purpose of God the Father, to recapitulate all 
things, both in heaven and on earth, in Himself, in whom they also had been 
created.424  
                                               
422 Amb. 41.6, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 109. 
423 It is important to note that something happened to subvert or frustrate the 
Divine plan, but rather that the mode through which God intended salvation to occur was 
hindered by the fall in Maximus’ thought.  God thus according to the same manner but 
through the Incarnation enacts the original plan.   
424 Amb. 41.6, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 109; 111. 
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It is because God wills humanity’s vocation to remain the same—and 
accomplished by humanity—that God must be, as the Councils affirm425, of the 
same essence as us.  Thus, although it is God who accomplishes the act, humanity 
remains the agent uniting the divisions.  Humanity, whose vocation is fulfilled in 
Christ, must simply be joined to the Lord through a life in Christ—a Eucharistic-
ascetic mode of being. Orthodox ecclesiology would claim that this means that all 
one must do is be joined together in the Eucharistic act in which, by mean of the 
Spirit, the many particular members become the Body of Christ426, but this must 
be actualized in practice through a life of asceticism.  Ultimately salvation is the 
accomplishment, in Christ, of humanity’s original purpose.    
Being as Relation: Virtue as a Relational Mode of Being 
Wholeness, in Maximus’ thought, is related to well-being and conformation 
to the logoi, much like the components formed both personally and corporately.  
The particular person strives to become an integrated whole.  In Maximus’ 
                                               
425  The doctrinal statements of conciliar tradition of the undivided Church 
understood that any proclamation concerning the person of Jesus Christ must also 
preserve the ontological unity of divinity and humanity in His hypostasis.   
426 See, Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 14. 
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spirituality, the hope is that the person is able to integrate the body and soul, the 
parts of the soul together, and the nous to the heart.  Corporately speaking the 
Church is the coming together of many distinct hypostases to form the body of 
Christ. Additionally, the whole of creation, eschatologically speaking should be 
like another human hypostasis (cf. Maximus, Amb. 41).  What is unique to the 
Christian outlook—particularly as articulated by Maximus—is that creation is 
called to relate God, the uncreated absolute other. 
Therefore, in Maximus’ writings, there is the degree to which one, in one’s 
own particular existence, conforms positively to the logos of one’s own being.  
Through well-being in relation to form the person engages properly with the God, 
neighbor, and all of creation.  At any moment one has the potentiality to manifest 
well-being—a tropos which manifests the virtues, chiefly love. Proper 
conformation to the logos of one’s being, made up of the many logoi which 
comprise one’s particular hypostasis in wholeness, and in proper relation to rest of 
creation, is well-being.  To fail to conform in wholeness and relation properly 
results in ill-being.  
 It is clear from what has been said already that there is a correlation 
between the Maximus’ theology and spirituality that relates to the larger 
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discussion of practice that guides this project.  For Maximus, actualizing the tropos 
of well-being is the skopós of Christian life.  Well-being, one could argue, is 
synonymous with a virtuous mode of being. One can also affirm that ascetic 
practices are performed for the purpose of acquiring the virtue. Virtue is the 
embodiment of well-being, which is itself a foretaste of “eternal well-being,” or 
rather theosis (communion with God).  Thus, the ascetical practices that one 
performs, according to Maximus, have both an immediate purpose, and an 
ultimate aim—a skopós and telos.  However, this is only true inasmuch as such 
practices are oriented towards the purpose and aim of Christian life.  
Morphé and Praxis in Maximus: Community and Practices and the Stages of 
Spiritual Life 
 The manner in which Maximus articulates his theological vision (his 
theological cosmology, anthropology, and ecclesiology) is indicative of his 
philosophical training. Thus far, this chapter has focused its attention on works 
that one might classify as Maximus’ metaphysical articulations.  This might seem 
out of place given this project’s focus on concrete practices.  However, like with 
many, Maximus’ views on practice are ultimately inseparable from other elements 
of his theological sensibilities.  For Maximus, Christian life and practice are 
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intimately connected, informed by, and informing of his understanding of reality. 
Without understanding his perspective on the nature of reality, it is impossible to 
understand his vision of spiritual life.  In what follows, Maximus’ perception of 
practices becomes the focus, through a presentation of his account of ascesis, and 
the stages of spiritual life.  What will become clear by the end of the section, is that, 
in Maximus’ estimation, practices are just as informative of theory as theory is of 
practices.  
The Church in Maximus’ Spirituality 
 According to Maximus, ultimately the purpose and aim of human life was 
fulfilled in the divine-human person of Christ.  Creation, in Christ, is 
recapitulated, being one, “as if it were another human being.”427 What then is 
humanity’s role in light of the Christ? This section will offer an answer to this 
question, emphasizing the corporate reality of Christ as the Church.  It will take 
relevant ecclesiological texts interpreting Maximus thereby revealing that theosis 
takes place in Church as the body of Christ for Maximus. Human beings, as a result 
of the Incarnation and the uniting of the divisions inherent in creation, must 
                                               
427 Amb. 41.10, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 115. 
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simply be joined to Christ within the Church to participate in the recapitulation of 
all things and thus salvation. 
 In the writings of Maximus, the Church is an image of the cosmos; all of 
creation is seen in the Church. It is an icon of the unity that God intended from 
before creation.  Hierotheos Vlachos writes,  
In speaking of the Church, St. Maximus really means, on the one hand, the 
union of the world and of man with God, and on the other hand, the 
Temple, or church building, the place where this meeting and this 
wonderful unity are realized. … [And] is also called a Church from the fact 
that it expresses the true Church, which is the unity of the whole world with 
God… St. Maximus the Confessor takes the Temple and its whole 
arrangement as an example to show this unity of the world with God.428  
 
The Church is “the union of the world and of man with God” because in Christ all 
the extremes are found to be a unity.  “St. Maximus the Confessor teaches that the 
Church is an image of ‘the perceptible world by itself.’" In Christ, the divisions 
which are inherent in creation are united, while their distinction preserved.  
 In the Church, Maximus argues, is the Eschaton made manifest. Using St. 
Maximus’ famous quote, “For the things of the Old Testament are the shadow; 
those of the New Testament are the image. The truth is the state of the things to 
                                               
428 Hierotheos Vlachos, The Mind of the Orthodox Church, trans. Esther Williams 
(Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery, 1998). 91. 
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come,” 429  Zizioulas emphasizes the eschatological nature of the Eucharist (by 
which he means the Church). He holds that, “The Divine Eucharist is for 
[Maximus] an image of the true Eucharist which is nothing other than ‘the state of 
the things to come.’” Consequently, the Church, which is constituted in the 
Eucharist, is in fact a manifestation of the Kingdom that is to come. That is, a 
foretaste of the reality of the Eschaton experienced within history.  As Maximus 
affirms, “The truth of what is now accomplished in the synaxis… [Is found in a] 
reality of the future.”430  Thus, for Maximus, the Church is the context in which the 
telos can be realized. The Church is theosis, that is, divine-communion. This is true 
for two related reasons. First, the Church is the Body of Christ, and Christ is the 
                                               
429 Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 44. 
430 Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 44. Here Metropolitan Zizioulas cites a 
large passage of St. Maximus concerning the writings of St. Dionysius, 
[The Areopogite] calls ‘images (eikones) of what is true’ the rites that are now 
performed in the synaxis…for these things are symbols not the truth…from the 
effects.  That is, from what is, from what is accomplished visibly to the things that 
are unseen and secret, which are the causes and archetypes of things perceptible. 
For those things called causes which in no way owe the cause of their being to 
anything else. Or from the effects to the causes, that is, from the perceptible 
symbols to what is noetic and spiritual.  Or from the imperfect to the more perfect, 
from the type to the image, and from the image to the truth.  For the things of the 
Old Testament are the shadow; those of the New Testament are the image.  The 
truth is the state of things to come. (Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 43-44.) 
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instantiation of divine-human communion through the en-hypostatic union the 
divine and human natures in his hypostasis. 
Second, the Church, as the Body of Christ, is made up of many members—
human beings—that are deified by their participation in the union of the divine-
humanity of Christ.  It is important to note that for Maximus, Christ, in His salvific 
act and through the Holy Spirit, becomes the corporate personality in which 
humanity participates.431  Christ, being a corporate persona, is at once the one and 
the many, the recapitulation of all things in Himself.  By participating in Christ 
through the Church, one participates in the very mode of God. This mode, a 
community of persons, distinct yet unified in irreducible oneness, is that in which  
humanity participates through the  Church.  About this Maximus writes:  
                                               
431 Concerning our participation in the Church John Zizioulas writes, 
It is not possible – nor will it ever be possible – to isolate Christ from His body, 
which is the communion of the Saints, of those who have attained theosis.  Christ, 
therefore, is an inclusive concept; He is a head, together with a body.  He cannot 
be imagined without the body; and that body is not a personal body – it is the body 
of the Church, the body of Saints.  Thus, we cannot tackle Christology without 
Ecclesiology.  There can be no Christ without a Church. There is no Christ without 
a body. (John Zizioulas, "Lessons in Christian Dogmatics," Orthodox Outlet for 
Dogmatic Enquiries, April 07, 2005, accessed November 23, 2018, 
http://www.oodegr.com/english/dogmatiki1/E7.htm.) 
This highlights the intimate connection between Christ and concrete communities—there 
is an identification by grace between Christ and the Church.  
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For numerous and of almost infinite number are the men, women, and 
children who are distinct from one another and vastly different by birth and 
appearance, by nationality and language, by customs and age, by opinions 
and skills, by manners and habits, by pursuits and studies, and still again 
by reputation, fortune, characteristics, and connections: All are born into 
the Church and through it are reborn and recreated in the Spirit. To all in 
equal measure it gives and bestows one divine form and designation, to be 
Christ’s and to carry his name. In accordance with faith it gives to all a 
single, simple, whole, and indivisible condition which does not allow us to 
bring to mind the existence of the myriads of differences among them, even 
if they do exist, through the universal relationship and union of all things 
with it. It is through it that absolutely no one at all is in himself separated 
from the community since everyone converges with all the rest and joins 
together with them by the one, simple, and indivisible grace and power of 
faith.…As the center of straight lines that radiate from him he does not 
allow by his unique, simple, and single cause and power that the principles 
of beings become disjoined at the periphery but rather he circumscribes 
their extension in a circle and brings back to himself the distinctive elements 
of beings which he himself brought into existence. The purpose of this is so 
that the creations and products of the one God be in no way strangers and 
enemies to one another by having no reason or center for which they might 
show each other any friendly or peaceful sentiment or identity, and not run 
the risk of having their being separated from God to dissolve into 
nonbeing.432 
 
What is at stake for Maximus is existence. “Being separated from God” humanity, 
and all creation would “dissolve into nonbeing.” Christ, as theanthropos (God-
human), unites the divisions inherent in creation and joined to Him, as the Church, 
human beings—in all their personal uniqueness—participate in Christ very being. 
                                               
432  Mystagogy 1, Maximus, Selected Writings, 187. 
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He is at once the One and the many, the recapitulation of all things in Himself.  
When human beings are joined to Christ members of His body, they participate in 
the recapitulation, the uniting of divisions inherent in creation, that has already 
taken place in His own hypostasis.433 Maximus, would understand that the unity 
of the extremes of creation in Christ can only be participated in through the 
Church. 434  For Maximus, this also manifests itself in the spiritual life of the 
particular person. 
One might ask, however: If all that is needed is for the particular person to 
be joined to the corporate reality of Christ, His Church, why would someone 
struggle ascetically? Or rather, why would one bother to pursue virtue and gnosis 
through theoria and virtue through ascesis, if in Christ all things are incorporated 
                                               
433 For a more extensive treatment of this topic see, Zizioulas, Being as Communion: 
Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 
1985); Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the Church, trans. Paul 
MacPartlan (London: T & T Clark, 2009). Zizioulas’ ecclesiology draws heavily on the 
thought of Maximus. See also, Nikolaos Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology.  
434 It would be difficult to think that Maximus would allow for this unity to take 
place outside of the institutional structures of the Church, for the Church in his thought 
is the unity of God and the extremes of creation through Christ and the Spirit.  One could 
argue that it is due to his particular historical context that he would have this view.  
Nevertheless, the centrality of this theological proposition to Maximus larger 
cosmological framework, likely would not allow for competing perspectives.   
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into His body, and thereby deified? In short it is because the mode of being in 
which one participates in the Church must be actualized in all aspects of one’s life.  
Asceticism, and the practices that constitute it, for Maximus, are a means of further 
cultivating, maintaining, and actualizing the divine mode of being.  The next 
section will take a closer look at Maximus’ conception of personal spirituality. 
Asceticism in Maximus’ Spirituality 
Maximus, as an author with much clout in contemporary conversations, 
provides a foundation for understanding spiritual life for many contemporary 
Orthodox Christian spiritualities.  As was demonstrated above, spiritual life is 
understood, in the Christian East in particular, as a process of successive, but 
concentric stages, given the signifiers: praxis, or purification; theoria, or 
illumination; theology, or theosis.  Contemporary Orthodox theologian 
Hierotheos Vlachos writes,  
St. Maximus divides the spiritual life into three stages.  They are practical 
philosophy, natural theoria, and mystical theology.  According to a study 
of Maximus, ‘his teachings about a personal approach to salvation is 
divided into three basic parts: 1) ‘practical philosophy’ or praxis 2) “natural 
theoria’ or simple theoria, and 3) ‘mystical theology’ of simply theology.  
The first purifies a person of passions and adorns him with the virtues; the 
second illuminates his nous with true knowledge; and the third crowns him 
with the highest mystical experience, which St. Maximus calls ‘ecstasy’. 
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These three parts constitute the basic stages on the path of man’s personal 
salvation. 435 
 
More will be stated below about the corporate aspects of spiritual life, but for now 
it suffices to say that Maximus certainly has a robust vision concerning the 
personal aspects thereof. If one takes into consideration the signifiers that 
Maximus uses for the stages—practical philosophy, natural theoria, and mystical 
theology—that his perspective on spiritual life corresponds to his epistemological 
commitments.  Each stage is analogous to a way of knowing.436  
                                               
435 Vlachos, Orthodox Psychotherapy, 39-40. 
436  For a more detailed treatment of this topic see, Nevena Dimitrova, Human 
Knowledge According to Saint Maximus the Confessor (Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 
2016).  Knowledge is central to Maximus’ both for his spirituality and his larger 
theological perspective.  He maintains, “The reward for the labors of virtue is detachment 
and knowledge. For these become our patrons in the kingdom of heaven just as the 
passions and ignorance are the patrons of eternal punishment.” Cent. II.56, Maximus, 
Selected Writings, 52. Detachment, corresponds to the first stage of spiritual life (practical 
philosophy/praxis); whereas, “knowledge” in this context refers to spiritual knowledge 
(natural theoria) or knowledge of beings in themselves (their logoi).  Without these two, no 
one can enter “the kingdom of heaven,” which for Maximus is union with God (which 
also correlates to mystical theology and theosis). Dimitrova also clarifies Maximus’ 
understanding asceticism and human knowledge, revealing that is about experience (it is 
empirical knowledge in a certain sense. Dimtrova writes,  
“Ascetic theology, which gives us a way to attain knowledge of God, is not a 
“spiritual technique.” Reaching knowledge of God is a matter of personal 
experience, not a speculative exercise. Knowing God means speaking (dialoging) 
with the One who has made himself knowable.  This is knowledge that is above 
nature, and its final telos is mystical union with God. It is here that participation 
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 The purpose of Christian life and practice is the acquisition of the virtues, 
and gnosis through theoria, as was stated above; however, there is a nuance in 
Maximus’s thought that needs to be addressed. In reading his writings, one must 
make a subtle distinction between the practice of the virtues and ascetic 
practices.437 This is sometimes more implicit in Maximus’ thought than explicit, 
however.  The former is another way of naming the process by which one acquires 
the virtues by performance of them—and as one progresses one comes to gnosis.  
Whereas the latter are activities, or practices, that would correspond to the 
outward expression (morphé) that “practices”—in a MacIntyrian or Christian 
practices approach understanding—take. In this regard, monasticism—as 
Maximus presents it—could be considered a complex or collection of practices. 
That is to say, collection of activities that make up a particular way of living 
“spiritually” in the world. Thus, much about which he is writing in regards to 
                                               
in the divine energies and the cessation of the mind’s activities occur.” 
(Dimitrova, Human Knowledge, 15.) 
437 This distinction is not always clearly delineated.  Berthold notes, “Maximus 
makes clear that praxis refers not only, or even mainly, to specifically monastic traditions 
such as fasting, vigils, psalmody, etc., but also to the practice of virtues and the struggle 
to acquire them.”  George Berthold, "Christian Life and Praxis: The Centuries on Love," 
in The Oxford Handbook of Maximus the Confessor, ed. Pauline Allen and Bronwen Neil 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 400. 
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ascetical practices, refers more to outward expressions (morphés) that the 
particular practices that constitute monasticism/asceticism take. 438  Therefore, 
although there is some nuance, the distinction between, morphé and praxis is less 
well defined in Maximus’ thought than in Bass and Dykstra. Although Maximus’ 
theoretical perspective on asceticism, as it corresponds to his broader cosmology 
and teleology, works in different paradigms, he is writing from and primarily to a 
monastic context.  The practices that he speaks about have been linked to 
particular expressions that are natural to monasticism.  One would be hard-
pressed to separate fasting or prayer, from their particular forms as Maximus 
describes them. It would only be a further conjecture to assert that he might offer 
different expressions of activities, which he sees an essential to Christian life and 
practice, or distinct practices in other paradigms. For now, it suffices to say that he 
presents the “teaching and practice,” to which he was and “heir” as an effective 
model by which one readies oneself for communion with God.439 
                                               
438 This nuance will be important in Chapter Four’s discussion of the Monks and 
Nuns of New Skete.  
439 Berthold, "Christian Life and Praxis," 399. 
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 In order to bring some continuity to what was stated previously regarding 
Maximus’ cosmological Christology and his understanding of Christian life and 
practice, this section will return to a discussion of the divisions inherent in creation 
as they correlate to the stages of spiritual life.  It argues that the stages of spiritual 
life correspond to the particular divisions described in Ambiguum 41 by Maximus. 
Drawing upon this connection will reveal not only the unity of Maximus’ 
theological vision, but also give credence to the larger aims of this project.  
The Divisions Inherent in Creation and the Stages of Spiritual Life 
 The correlation of the first three divisions—that is, between male and 
female, paradise and the inhabited world, and heaven and earth—to the first stage 
of spiritual life, namely, practical philosophy, is immediately apparent. 440 
Maximus uses language particular to purification—another way of signifying the 
                                               
440 Concerning the interconnectedness of Maximus thought, Constas notes, “the 
fundamentally holistic nature of Maximus’ theology makes lucid exposition a difficult 
task. Any one element in Maximus’ universe is related to all foe others and cannot be 
grasped or understood in isolation. To transpose what is essentially a unified field of 
meaning into a linear or discursive sequence is inherently misleading.” Maximos Constas, 
“St. Maximos the Confessor: The Reception of His Thought in East and West,” in Knowing 
the Purpose of Creation through the Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium of St. Maximus 
foe Confessor, ed. Maxim Vasiljevic, (Belgrade: Sebastian Press, 2015), 52. Thus, this 
discussion will not be an attempt to present something groundbreaking (even where 
unique parallels emerge), but, rather, it is an effort to name an important tread in 
Maximus’ thought that will lay the foundations for the larger aims of this project.  
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first stage—and argues that they orient towards the purpose of acquiring the 
virtues. The process of uniting these divisions is directly related to knowledge, 
which the passions (or vices) distort.  Purification and virtue are constitutive of the 
experience of true gnosis (spiritual knowledge). As was noted above, each stage of 
spiritual life opens one up to a certain type of gnosis.441 It is clear that for Maximus 
the first stage leads one to a type of practical knowledge (phronesis).442   The 
virtues manifested as one moves through this stage, and uniting these divisions in 
one’s own person, correspond more to the bodily virtues, than they do to the 
virtues of the soul.   
                                               
441 See, Dimitrova, Human Knowledge. Concerning the stages of spiritual life and 
the type of knowledge they produce, Maximus writes,  
The mind that has succeeded in the active life [praxis/practical philosophy] 
advances in prudence [discernment/practical wisdom]; the one in the 
contemplative life [natural theoria], in knowledge [of the logoi of beings]. For to the 
former it pertains to bring the one who struggles to a discernment of virtue and 
vice, while to the latter, to lead the sharer to the principles of incorporeal and 
corporeal things. Then at length it is deemed worthy of the grace of theology 
[mystical theology/theosis] when on the wings of love it has passed beyond all the 
preceding realities, and being in God it will consider the essence of himself 
through the Spirit, insofar as it is possible to the human mind.” (Cent. II.26, 
Maximus, Selected Writings, 50.) 
442 One will see here a connection to MacIntyre and by extension, Bass, Dykstra, 
and those connected to their project. This will be a significant conversation point in 
Chapter Three.   
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 The particular person bridges the division between male and female 
through ascetical practices, the goal of which is dispassion. St. Maximus writes, 
that the male and female divisions are united by, “completely shaking off from 
nature, by means of a supremely dispassionate condition divine virtue.”443 An 
interpretation of Maximus’ understanding of this division is quite elusive. 
However, it could be argued that this division has both a physical and spiritual 
element. Physically speaking, the male/female division, refers to biological gender 
and sexuality.444  Inasmuch as bridging this division happens in the first stage of 
spiritual life, it corresponds to the overcoming of the passions such as lust, desire, 
and gluttony.  This of course does not offer any indication that marriage might 
also be a practice that orients one towards dispassion and bridging sexual 
                                               
443 Maximos, On Difficulties I, 105. 
 
444 Maximus would clearly affirm that one must be dispassionate in regards to 
sexual sin—that is, sins of the flesh.  Furthermore, his notion of gender is rooted in a 
deeper understanding of the human person prior to the fall.  Essentially, Maximus 
believes that sexual difference as it appears biologically, is a preemptive act of God, who 
foreknew that humanity would fall.  For more on this see, Amb. 41.4.  For further reading 
on the topic see, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to 
Maximus the Confessor, trans. Brian E. Daley (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003); Lars 
Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the Confessor, 
trans. A. M. Allchin (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 1995); Lars Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: 
The Vision of St. Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
1985). 
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division—this probably has more to do with Maximus monastic context, than any 
deficiencies in the practice itself. Spiritually speaking, on the other hand, the 
division of male and female correspond to the passions themselves, which must 
be properly oriented towards God.445 In his work, On the Lord’s Prayer, Maximus 
offers an alternative interpretation of the male/female division, which he 
understands pertain also to the soul.  Maximus writes,  
In this configuration, says the divine Apostle, “there is neither male nor 
female,” that is to say, neither anger nor lust. Indeed, anger tyrannically 
destroys the exercise of reason and makes thought take leave of the law of 
nature. And lust takes beings which are inferior to the one and only 
desirable and impassible cause and nature and makes them more desirable 
than it. Thereby it sets up flesh as more valuable than spirit, and renders 
the enjoyment of what is visible more delightful than the glory and 
brightness of spiritual realities. By the sensual softness of pleasure it leads 
the mind from the divine perception of spiritual things which is connatural 
to it.446 
 
Although this is an antiquated view of gender distinction, the underlying principle 
is of value.  Connecting anger and desire (lust) with the male/female division, 
reveals that bridging it is purgative and thus vital to the first stage of spiritual 
                                               
445 This also corresponds to the actualization of the logos of one’s being towards 
the mode of well-being noted above.   
446  On the Lord’s Prayer 4, Maximus, Selected Writings, 108. 
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life.447  Until one can overcome anger and desire—that is to say, to reorient these 
innate personal energies of the soul towards the mode of well-being—one cannot 
move to the next stage of spiritual life, nor can one bridge the next division within 
oneself.  
 In his discussion of the division between paradise and the inhabited world, 
Maximus also utilizes language related to practical philosophy (praxis), and 
purification.  For him, it is through “[one’s] own holy way of life,” that paradise 
and the inhabited world are united.  In Maximus’ estimation, ascetical practices 
orient one towards holiness of life.  As in the previous division, the is both a 
physical and spiritual dimension to the process of uniting paradise and the 
inhabited world in one’s own life.  From a physical perspective, when one uses 
everything in proper manner, one unites the inhabited world to paradise. As one 
utilizes the things of creation in a manner proper to themselves, one makes them 
                                               
447 This is also significant to the discussion, below, of love as the consolidation of 
Maximus’ thought.  In his Centuries on Love, Maximus writes, “The love of God is opposed 
to lust, for it persuades the mind to abstain from pleasures. Love of neighbor is opposed 
to anger, for it makes it disdain fame and money.” Cent. IV.75, Maximus, Selected Writings, 
83–84. For more on the distinction between male and female in both its physical and 
spiritual meaning see Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator; Man and the Cosmos. In both there 
is a substantial treatment of the topic.  See also,  
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holy.448 Maximus writes, “Then, once [humanity] had united paradise and the 
inhabited world through [its] own proper holy way of life, [humanity] would have 
fashioned a single earth, not divided by him in the difference of its parts, but rather 
gathered together, for to none of its parts would he be subjected.”449 Ultimately 
this is the precursor to the uniting of the next division and the next stage of 
spiritual life.  
 For Maximus, progress through the first stage and uniting the first three 
division inherent in creation are intimately bound with the acquisition of virtues—
and by extension the cultivation of the mode of well-being, or living in accordance 
with the logos of one’s being.  This is most explicitly stated in his discussion of the 
third division heaven and earth. Concerning this division Maximus writes,  
Having united heaven and earth through a life identical in virtue in every 
manner with that of the angels (as much as this is humanly possible), he 
would have made the sensible creation absolutely identical and indivisible 
with itself, not in any way dividing it into places separated by distances, for 
he would have become nimble by means of the spirit, without any corporeal 
weight holding him to the earth, and thus proceed unhindered in his ascent 
to the heavens, for his intellect would no longer behold such things, but 
hasten purely to God, and in the wisdom of his gradual ascent to God, just 
                                               
448 In his Centuries on Love, Maximus notes that things in themselves are not evil, 
but can be used in improper ways, which can lead to sin.  Cf. Centuries on Love, III. 42.  
449 Amb. 41. 5, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107. 
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as if he were traveling on an ordinary road, he would naturally overcome 
any obstacles standing in his way.450  
 
Having already discussed Eastern Orthodox spirituality generally, one is able to 
see clearly the how this corresponds to the purpose of the first stage of spiritual 
life.  Maximus sees uniting this division as the culmination of practical philosophy.  
Praxis is about severing the attachments to the material world, orienting one’s 
intellect (nous) towards God alone, “hasten[ing] purely to God.” 451  When 
Maximus refers to “a life identical in virtue in every manner with that of the 
angels,” he means a life fully oriented towards the will of God, free from all 
material attachment.  When one reaches the pinnacle of practical philosophy our 
appetitive (desiring/female) and irascible (angering/emotive/male) faculties are 
                                               
450 Amb. 41. 5, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107. In his Centuries on Love, Maximus 
writes, “The one who has had success with the virtues and has become rich in knowledge 
as at last discerning things by their nature does and considers everything according to 
right reason and is in no way misled. For it is on the basis of whether we make use of 
things rationally or irrationally that we become either virtuous or wicked.” Cent. on Love 
I..92, Maximus, Selected Writings, 45. Thus, the acquisition of the virtues also concerns the 
cultivation of discernment, or proper vision (theoria), the result of which is gnosis.  It is 
about true knowledge.  Maximus writes, “The virtues are related to the knowledge of 
creatures, knowledge to the knower, the knower to the one who is known in ignorance 
and whose knowing transcends knowledge.” Cent. III.45, Maximus, Selected Writings, 67. 
451 This should not be interpreted in a dualistic way.  Maximus undoubtedly has 
an embodied spirituality.  This does not mean that the body must not be properly ordered 
towards the purpose and aim of Christian life and practice.   
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reined in by one’s reason and the nous (spirit/intellect) is oriented towards God. 
One is no longer overcome by “any obstacles standing in [one’s] way”—any 
passionate attachment to this world—but like the angels one becomes 
dispassionate and open to see the inner logoi of creation—which puts one on the 
threshold of uniting the next division and on the cusp of the next stage, theoria 
(natural contemplation). 
 Uniting the division that exists between sensible and intelligible realities 
correlates to the second stage of spiritual life, natural contemplation. One moves 
towards a new way of knowing, contemplative knowledge (theoria), or the 
knowledge (gnosis) of things in themselves.  One whose nous is illuminated, no 
longer makes distinctions between things and their reasons (logoi), but is able to 
recognize their inner principles and how they relate to the One Logos—leading to 
indiscriminate love.  One, in this stage,  
Would have made the whole of creation a single creation, not divided by 
[one] in terms of knowledge and ignorance, since [one’s] cognitive science 
of the principles of beings would be completely equal to the knowledge of 
the angels. Owing to this knowledge, “the ever-giving effusion” of true 
wisdom integrally and immediately endows the worthy (as much as 
possible) with a concept of God that is beyond understanding or 
explanation.452 
                                               
452 Amb. 41.6, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 107; 109. 
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Thus, once one has united these divisions within oneself, through natural theoria 
(contemplation), acquiring angelic virtue and knowledge (gnosis), one in ready to 
enter into the final stage of spiritual life, mystical theology, or theosis.   
 To bridge the Uncreated and the created is the aim both of the spiritual and 
cosmological vision of Maximus. The final stage of spiritual life, mystical theology, 
is the uniting, by grace, of the Uncreated and created, God and creation.  This 
stage, like the division to which it corresponds, is not within the natural capacities 
of the human person to attain.453  It is impossible one to bridge this final division, 
because humanity—or any part of creation—naturally participates in the two 
extremes of this division—creation is not uncreated. Uniting this division can only 
happen if God, the Uncreated, bridges the division.454  This is why the Incarnation 
                                               
453 Since humanity does not participate in the Uncreated naturally, theosis (the third 
stage of spiritual life) and bridging the final division, does not bear the synergistic quality 
of the former stages and divisions. Sales notes, “Deification is supernatural and received 
by grace, not by a natural human activity brought to fulfillment.” Sales, “Divine 
Incarnation,” 172. Thus, the practices one performs in the previous stages—and bridging 
their corresponding divisions—might make one ready for this final stage (“freely choose” 
to receive it), but one cannot bring about theosis.  
454 Maximus writes, “God made us so that we might become ‘partakers of the 
divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4) and shares in His eternity and so that we might come to be like 
Him (cf. 1 John 3:2) through deification that all things are reconstituted and achieve their 
permanence; and it is for its sake that what is not is brought into being and given 
existence.”  Maximus the Confessor, "Centuries on Love," in The Philokalia: The Complete 
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is so central to Maximus’ thought. God deifies human beings. Humanity does not 
attain deification, it suffers deification by the grace of God—that is to say it is God 
who deifies humanity.  It is a free gift given within the Church as the Body of 
Christ, but must be actualized through the spiritual life.  As Ignatije Midic writes, 
this is because, “God, however, did not want to realize this plan without the 
uninhibited compliance of His created beings.” 455  Furthermore, the preceding 
stages, and the uniting of the correlating divisions, open one up to the deifying 
grace of God. It is a passive synergy of sorts, in this regard. Humanity exercises 
agency by willful passivity in the face of God’s deifying activity.   
Uniting the Corporate and Personal Aspects of the Spiritual Life According to 
Maximus 
Thus, again, if Christ has already recapitulated everything in Himself and 
all we need to do therefore is be joined to Him through the Church, why would 
someone struggle in asceticism?  According to Maximus’ thought the answer is 
twofold.  First, the salvation which has been enacted through Christ is a 
                                               
Text Compiled by St Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain and St Makarios of Corinth., ed. Gerald 
Palmer, trans. Philip Sherrard and Kallistos Ware, vol. 2 (London: Faber and Faber, 1984), 
173. 
455 Midic, "The Roots of the Church,” 34. 
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gift.  Although the outcome of this gift—salvation is suffered by the recipients, 
namely humanity—each person must first accept it.  If therefore one continually 
refuses Christ because of self-love—which is the source of all the passions—one 
will not, even when united to Him through the Church, accept Christ’s gift of 
salvation.  Struggling in the spiritual life, even if the person never progresses 
beyond the level of purification, is an act against self-love and thus the person is 
more likely to accept the free gift of salvation in Christ.  Second, progressing in the 
spiritual life to the stage of deification makes the person a more perfect mediator 
of Christ to the world. Concerning this Maximus writes: 
those who choose the pure and undefiled life of the Gospel, through their 
strict exercise of the commandments, take possession of the likeness of the 
good things of the age to come, and are made ready by the Word through 
the hope that they will be spiritually vivified by their union with the 
archetype of these true things, and so become living images of Christ, or 
rather become one with Him through grace (rather than being a mere 
simulacrum), or even, perhaps, become the Lord Himself…456  
 
Thus, one would strive, out of divine love for the world, to attain the heights of 
spirituality, the acquisition of the virtues and the coming to gnosis (skopós), and 
theosis (telos).  The deified person “perfects” the salvation in Christ through 
                                               
456 Amb. 21.15, Maximos, On Difficulties I, 445. 
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manifesting it to the world as “christs” themselves.457 Thereby one becomes part 
of the God’s saving ministry for the world.458 This is, again, not an individualistic 
endeavor.  As Loudovikos notes speaking of Maximus’ understanding of the 
asceticism and the Church:  
All spiritually valid activity within that body [Eucharist] has such validity 
to the extent that it has been assumed by Christ and “transferred” by Him 
“into the place of the member spirituality by [the person acting] in 
accordance with its position in harmony with the body.” And indeed, this 
happens in such a way that the communion of the members of the Lord’s 
body is kept in an undisturbed harmony. This is why Christian asceticism 
is profoundly communal, because there cannot be any orthopraxy in the 
ecclesial body that is not assumed, taken up in the Eucharist.459 
 
Thus, the struggle to actualize the divine mode of being experienced in the Church 
through ascetical practices is inherently both communal and personal.  However, 
it is only in the fact that practices arise out of the life of the community as Church, 
                                               
457 Cf. Amb. 41, Maximos, On Difficulties II, 
458  Here one will note some correlation to the thought of Bass and Dykstra 
discussed in the previous chapter.  This parallel will be part of the discussion in Chapter 
Three.   
459 Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology, 35. It goes somewhat beyond the scope of 
this project to address the Eucharistic ecclesiological presuppositions of this quote.  
However, it is important to note that many who would ascribe to a Eucharistic 
ecclesiology, particular from an Orthodox perspective, utilize Maximus’ thought on the 
Church and asceticism to varying degrees.  Additionally, the notion that the practice 
which constitute orthopraxy need to be grounded in the Eucharistic assembly will be 
significant in Chapters Three and Four.  
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that such practices are able to orient one towards the skopós and telos of Christian 
life and practice.  The reality that the practices are performed by the Church makes 
them Christian.  However, without actualizing the reality of the Church in one’s 
own life, the Church itself would not be the body. It is an intimate cooperation of 
the one and the many—Christ to his body and also each person to the 
community—that the world is transfigured.  
Practices in Maximus 
 To better situate Maximus in relation to Bass and Dykstra, some linguistic 
nuance is required. For Maximus practices might better be signified by “activities.” 
They can be categorized as “practical” or “theoretical” activities.460 The former, 
which Maximus also signifies as the “bodily virtues” include, “fasting, vigils, 
sleeping on the ground, service to others, manual labor done so as not to burden 
anyone or to have something to share, and so forth.”461 The latter, sometimes called 
                                               
460 Dimitrova, Human Knowledge, 5. These two types of activities also correspond 
to types of knowledge as Dimitrova notes.  Practical wisdom—expressed in bodily 
virtues—and theoria—expressed in gnosis (knowledge) of things in themselves through 
contemplation. See, Amb. 6.3. Maximus links practice with virtue and contemplation with 
gnosis (knowledge). 
 
461 Cent. II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. 
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the “virtues of the soul,” include “love, forbearance, meekness, self-mastery, 
prayer, and so forth.” 462  These practices correspond to the first stage of the 
spiritual life—practical philosophy specifically, but it also makes one ready for the 
second stage, natural theoria and the coming of gnosis. Another distinction that will 
be helpful is distinction between personal practices and corporate practice.463  The 
former refers to those activities that have just been described and correspond to 
the first two stages of the spiritual life. The latter refers to gathering of the Church 
as the Eucharistic synaxis (assembly). What follows will be an account of the 
nuances, similarities, and significance between these two types of practice.   
Corporate Activity, Liturgy 
                                               
462 Cent. II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. Love as an activity/virtue will be 
addressed at great length in the final section of this chapter. One might note that these 
activities of the soul, seem to correspond to the virtues that one might more readily 
recognize from virtue ethics—perhaps with the exception of prayer.  Prayer, though 
performed with some bodily expressions, for Maximus—and the ascetic tradition of 
which he is an example—it is ultimately an activity of the soul—this is especially true of 
pure prayer (prayer of the heart). He notes that there are two “states” of prayer. One 
corresponds to praxis and the other theoria. (cf. Cent. II.6) Maximus frequently emphasizes 
the virtues of the soul over the body, likely because the latter orient the person towards 
the former.  
 
463 The distinction between practical and theoretical, and personal and corporate 
activities, are not explicit categories throughout the Maximian corpus. They are utilized 
here as useful lenses to parse out the role that activities play in Maximus’ writing and to 
what extent he views them as normative across multiple contexts. 
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 In Maximus’ thought the central practice of the Christian life is the liturgy—
the coming together of the synaxis (assembly), the Church.464  Maximus writes 
primarily from a monastic context, but it is clear, particularly in his Mystagogy, that 
liturgy is essential to the Christian life (the acquisition of the virtues, coming to 
gnosis, and theosis included).465 Given Maximus’ larger theological vision, it would 
be impossible to separate ecclesial life from one’s personal spiritual life. They are, 
for Maximus, one and the same.  It is only through participation in Christ through 
the Holy Spirit, that one is able to unite the divisions inherent in creation, conform 
to the logos of one’s being, or make progress in the stages of spiritual life. For 
Maximus, one cannot participate in Christ outside the Church.466 
                                               
464  Concerning the centrality of the gathering of synaxis and the 
liturgical/sacramental practice of the Church Thunberg notes, To Maximus “the Church 
is not an ecclesiastical institution distributing divine grace, but truly a Mystical Body that 
represents symbolically the whole divine human mystery, the whole mystery of God's 
good counsel, and the economy salvation. One might even say that ecclesiology is in some 
sense not only one of the dimensions but the supreme dimension. It contains the total vision 
of Maximus, a vision altogether liturgical and sacramental at the same time.” Lars 
Thunberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood, MA: St. 
Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2012), 113. 
 
465 Cf. Tollefsen, Activity and Participation, 170. 
 
466 This is because, as was noted above, Christ in his body the Church, is a corporate 
persona. This has some implication for ecumenical conversation today. One also might 
note that Maximus was quite adamant about conformation to a certain theological 
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The liturgy itself is an image of the spiritual life for Maximus. From the 
building to the ritual, Maximus sees the ecclesial life—expressed most perfectly in 
the Eucharistic synaxis—as a communal movement through the stages of spiritual 
life. By positioning oneself in the church building for the Eucharistic synaxis one is 
performing the whole of spiritual life.  The nave is the body, purified by practical 
philosophy; the sanctuary is the soul, illumined by natural theoria; the altar is the 
nous, deified through the participation in the mysteries.467 Maximus writes, “By 
means of the nave, representing the body, it proposes moral wisdom, while by 
means of the sanctuary, representing the soul, it spiritually interprets natural 
contemplation, and by means of the mind of the divine altar it manifests mystical 
theology.”468  
                                               
framework because apart from it he believed salvation was in question.  See, Maximus, 
Disputations with Pyrrhus.  
467 For a more detailed description of this see, Tollefsen, Activity and Participation, 
171. 
468  Mystagogy 4, Maximus, Selected Writings, 190. For the Greek critical edition see, 
Christian Boudignon, ed., Maximi Confessoris Mystagogia, vol. 69, Corpus Christianorum, 
Series Graeca (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011). 
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Maximus sees the liturgical practices of the synaxis and even the physical 
structure of the church building as parallels to the ascetical activities that one 
performs in the spiritual life.  He indicates:  
Man is a mystical church, because through the nave which is his body he 
brightens by virtue the ascetic force of the soul by the observance of the 
commandments in moral wisdom. Through the sanctuary of his soul he 
conveys to God in natural contemplation through reason the principles of 
sense purely in spirit cut off from matter. Finally, through the altar of the 
mind he summons the silence abounding in song in the innermost recesses 
of the unseen and unknown utterance of divinity by another silence, rich in 
speech and tone. And as far as man is capable, he dwells familiarly within 
mystical theology and becomes such as is fitting for one made worthy of his 
indwelling and he is marked with his dazzling splendor. 469 
 
Maximus likens the entrance of the faithful into the church470 to conversion and 
“passage of the faithful from vice and ignorance to virtue and knowledge”471, that 
is to say the first stage of spiritual life (and bridging first two divisions). The 
Trisagion472 “represents the union and the equality of honor to be manifested in the 
                                               
469  Mystagogy 4, Maximus, Selected Writings, 190. 
470 In the time of Maximus, the faithful would enter the church together with the 
bishop as part of the ritual. 
471 Mystagogy 9, Maximus, Selected Writings, 198. 
472 An ancient hymn sung prior to the reading of the Epistle and Gospel. “Holy 
God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, Have Mercy on us.”  
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future with the incorporeal and intelligent powers” 473, bringing one to the cusp of 
the second stage (and bridging the third division). Similarly, Maximus sees, these 
as corollaries to the activities of the soul.474 Thus, liturgy is also a contemplative 
act, and, as a whole, renders to the soul “as far as possible simple and indivisible 
by its instruction, having encompassed by knowledge the principles of both 
sensible and intelligible things.” 475 Thus, one is brought also to the second stage of 
spiritual (and bridges the fourth division). Finally, by partaking the Eucharist one 
receives as gift the deifying presence of Christ (third stage/final division). Having 
made the parallel between corporate activity and personal ascetical activities, it 
will be worthwhile to look at the latter more concretely. 
 Personal Ascetical Activities: Activities of the Body 
 Maximus provides a number of activities (practices) of the body, which 
constitute Christian life and practice.  These include: fasting, vigils, sleeping on the 
                                               
473 Mystagogy 19, Maximus, Selected Writings, 202. 
474 For Maximus, the spiritual life is a series of concentric circles, not a forward 
progress.  Thus, activities (practices) have multiple levels of meaning.  
475 Mystagogy 23, Maximus, Selected Writing, 205. 
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ground, service to others, manual labor 476 , almsgiving 477 , prayer, solitude 478 , 
chastity.479 They are performed by one through the body, and constitute the active 
(practical philosophy/praxis) life, or the first stage of spiritual life.480  This list 
certainly betrays Maximus’ monastic context, but they give a good indication of 
the types of activities that one can perform. In conducting these activities, one 
begins to overcome the vices that correspond to the body (gluttony, lust, desire for 
material goods and bodily comfort) and begin the process of overcoming the 
passions of the soul (anger, pride, hatred).  “Fasting extinguishes”481 the appetitive 
(desiring) part of soul. Coupled with “hard work and vigils and blessed solitude 
                                               
476 Centuries on Love, II.24 in Maximus the Confessor, Maximus Confessor: Selected 
Writings, ed. John Farina, trans. George C. Berthold, The Classics of Western Spirituality 
(New York: Paulist Press, 1985), 57. 
477 Cent. I.79, Maximus, Selected Writings, 43. 
478 Cent. II.19 Maximus, Selected Writings, 49. 
479 This list is just a sample of the activities of the body, which appear with some 
frequency in Maximus’ writings.  
480 One does not cease to do these as one progresses to the second stage. For, in 
Maximus’ thought, the stages are concentric circles performed simultaneously.  The 
Practical activities of the first stage assist in the contemplative activities of the second.   
481  Cent. I.79, Maximus, Selected Writings, 43. 
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with assiduous prayer” 482, it can root out lustful desires that can draw one from 
God.  
Maximus notes, “Almsgiving heals the irascible part of the soul”483 (I.79) 
Elsewhere he writes, “This is why [Christ] also says, ‘Sell what you possess and 
give to the poor and behold all things are clean for you,’ that they no longer devote 
themselves to bodily things but hasten to purify the mind (which the Lord calls 
heart) from hate and intemperance.”484 Hospitality it would seem, would make 
space for the other both physically and in one’s heart. Maximus suggests, that one 
give praise to the person with whom one is angered when in public; pray for this 
person when one is in private, and one “will very swiftly be delivered of this 
pernicious hate.”485 “For grudges, Maximus also advises, “pray for the one who 
has hurt you and you will be rid of them.” 486  “For anger, and hurt,” he 
                                               
482 Cent. II.19, Maximus, Selected Writings, 49. 
483 Cent. I.79, Maximus, Selected Writings, 43. 
484 Cent.  IV.73, Maximus, Selected Writings, 83. 
485 Cent. IV.23, Maximus, Selected Writings, 78. 
486 Cent. III.20, Maximus, Selected Writings, 63-64. 
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recommends on “disdain reputation and dishonor and material things.”487With 
these counsels, Maximus provides the foundation for progress in the spiritual life 
and the acquisition of the virtues coming to gnosis. However, his vision for the 
spiritual life requires not just bodily virtues, but virtues of the soul as well. 
Personal Ascetical Activities: Activities of the Soul 
Some—particularly those familiar with virtue ethics—might more easily 
recognize the activities of the soul as traditional virtues. Amongst these activities, 
or virtues, of the soul Maximus includes: love, forbearance, meekness, self-
mastery, prayer 488 , mercy 489  humility, compassion, bearing one another, 
forgiveness, kindness.490 There is a sense in which these virtues leave one at the 
cusp of the second stage of the spiritual life.  Love and prayer (pure/contemplative 
prayer) are more clearly manifestations of the second stage of spiritual life.  
Through contemplation one sees the inner logoi of things, and in perceiving these 
one in moved to love creation as a single and unified whole.   
                                               
487 Cent. III.20,  Maximus, Selected Writings, 63-64. 
488 Cent.  II.57,  Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. 
489 Cent.  II.70, Maximus, Selected Writings,  57. 
490 Mystagogy, 24, Maximus, Selected Writings, 211. 
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Maximus maintains that “kindness, benevolence, love, and mercy”491 heal 
the irascible part of the soul making anger to diminish, even disappear. 492 
Similarly, whereas “fasting, hard labor, and vigils do not allow concupiscence to 
grow,” “solitude, contemplation, prayer, and desire for God decrease it and make 
it disappear.” 493  Finally, “the one who loves God cultivates pure prayer and 
throws off from himself every passion which hinders him.” 494  Thus “prayer 
purifies the mind and prepares it for the contemplation of reality” 495 , the 
culmination of the second stage of spiritual life (theoria).  
Activities, Forms, and the Possibility for Innovation 
In the interconnected elements of Christian life and practice—the corporate 
and the personal—an essential aspect of Maximus’ thought on practice become 
apparent. Maximus maintains that what constitutes an activity (practice) is its 
capacity to realize, in the life of the community or person, the purpose and aim of 
                                               
491 Cent. II.70, Maximus, Selected Writings, 57. 
492  Cent. II.47, Maximus, Selected Writings, 53. 
493 Cent. II.47, Maximus, Selected Writings, 53. 
494 Cent. II.7, Maximus, Selected Writings, 47. 
495 Cent. I.79, Maximus, Selected Writings, 43. 
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Christian life and practice.  This means that all activities (practices) must—as 
stated previously—contribute to the uniting of the divisions inherent in creation, 
conformation to the logos of one’s being, or making progress in the stages of 
spiritual life—which are different ways of expressing the same experiential reality. 
They are either practical (activities of the body) or theoretical (activities of the 
soul). They are performed personally or corporately.  
Additionally, certain activities are more essential than others.  Corporate 
practice—the Eucharistic synaxis—is what allows for the whole of Christian life 
and practice. Thus, one cannot neglect participation in this activity.  For personal 
practices, however, Maximus allows for some discretion in whether one must 
perform them all.  Nevertheless, it is only the practical activities (the bodily 
practices) on which Maximus allows discussion. He advises, “Now if from some 
necessity or bodily condition such as ill health or the like it happens that we are 
unable to accomplish the preceding bodily virtues, we are excused by the Lord, 
who understands the reasons.” “But” he continues, “if we do not accomplish the 
virtues of the soul we shall have no defense, for they are not subject to any 
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necessity.”496 The economy of Maximus concerning bodily practices is limited to 
reasons of illness, but does leave space for some flexibility.  
 A qualification to all of this is that no one practice, for Maximus, can move 
one through the stages of spiritual life.  It is a “life.”  A whole way (mode/tropos) 
of being in the world.  Lives are made up of a complex of practices.  What become 
most salient in relation to this point, is the answer to the question: Must all 
Christians perform the same activities?  
It is clear that Maximus is writing from a monastic context; therefore, the 
practices about which he writes seem to closely correspond to those activities that 
would be natural to a monastic paradigm.  This is especially true of the bodily 
activities. Some practices make sense across a multitude of contexts—prayer, 
fasting, almsgiving, serving others, and manual labor for example.  Others, 
however, do not translate well to non-monastic contexts—vigil, sleeping on the 
ground, solitude, chastity. These latter activities seem well-suited to the monastic 
                                               
496 Cent. II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. Elsewhere Maximus writes, “Do not 
devote all your time to the flesh, but assign it exercises according to its capacity and turn 
your whole mind inward. ‘For bodily exercise is of little profit, but piety is of universal 
profit, etc.’” (Cent. IV. 63, 82) There is a clear priority given to the activities of the soul 
(which also seem to correspond to the virtues proper).  This will become quite important 
in the conversation with Bass and Dykstra in Chapter Three and the discussion of 
innovation of form and incorporation of new practices in Chapter Four.  
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life, but would need some adaptation if they were to be performed outside of the 
monastic paradigm.  
This brings us to the question of form.  Would Maximus’ thought allow for 
new forms to emerge in different contexts? Nowhere in his writing is this an 
explicitly stated possibility. Therefore, one can only speculate about how he might 
reply.  Could vigil, solitude, and chastity, for example, have different expressions 
in another context? Quite possibly, yes. 
With this consideration, it is also significant that Maximus talks about 
activities in terms of their capacity to effectively confront the passions and 
actualize certain virtues. His suggestions, it seems, are based on the tested success 
of particular activities.  Thus, it would make sense to consider whether or not this 
is the more important element of his thought. If one takes the effectiveness of an 
activity as the criteria for its performance in the spiritual life, and the fact that one 
can neglect certain (bodily) activities under certain conditions 497 , it might be 
                                               
497  Although Maximus allows for the limiting of bodily activities only due to 
illness, which would prevent their performance, there could be other reasons that one is 
unable to perform certain practices.  Additionally, the monastic context, at his time, was 
constructed in a manner that would allow for and was well-conditioned to perform the 
full range of bodily activities Maximus describes.  People in other stations in life, might 
not have the ability to practice all of these activities.  
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possible to construct new forms, appropriate to the particular context in which one 
finds oneself, while remaining faithful to Maximus’ criteria.  Likewise, it leaves 
room for the possibility that new, contextually appropriate practices that are found 
to be useful in the acquisition of the virtues (particularly the virtues of the soul, 
which Maximus prioritizes), to emerge out of certain paradigms.498  This does not 
mean that one would also neglect other activities without good reason. They 
should be coupled with the other activities—especially and without question the 
performance of the Eucharist—to create a contextually relevant complex of 
practices.499  
Intentionality, Skopós, Telos, and Human Activity (Practice) 
In Maximus’ estimation it is not enough to perform the activities of the body 
or soul. This is because when performed without the proper intention (skopós) the 
activities lose their inherent goodness.  “For example,” writes Maximus, “fasts and 
vigils, prayer and psalmody, almsgiving and hospitality are noble in themselves, 
                                               
498 The discussion with Bass and Dykstra in the next chapter will provide further 
reasoning for this perspective. Bass and Dykstra understand the value of historical 
continuity, but it will be important to see how well they highlight the notion of 
effectiveness.  
499 The final chapter will offer one model for how this might happen in practice. 
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but when they are done out of vainglory they are no longer noble (good).”500 For 
this reason,  
God searches the intention (skopon) of everything that we do, whether we 
do it for him or for any other motive. When you hear the Scripture saying, 
‘You will render to each one according to his works’…know that God will 
reward good works but not those done apart from a right intention 
(skopon) even if they appear good, but precisely those done with a right 
intention. For God’s judgment looks not on what is done but to the intention 
(skopon) behind it.501 
 
In order for an activity to actualize the virtues and thereby manifest the telos, 
theosis, one must perform it for the sake of the good—for the sake of love.502  
Because the virtues are not just good works or character traits, but, rather, the 
“embodiment of divine-human communion” 503 , and the vices (passions) are 
stumbling blocks to the acquisition (or actualization) of virtue, then one cannot 
hope to manifest virtue (or embody theosis) if one performs an activity of the body 
or soul in a passionate manner.504  
                                               
500 Cent. II.35, Maximus, Selected Writings, 52. 
501 Cent. II.36-37, Maximus, Selected Writings, 52. 
502 See discussion below.  
503 See Hamalis and Papanikolaou, “Toward a Godly Mode.”  
504  In Maximus’ thought, the concept gnomic will is essential to proper 
intentionality and by extension proper performance of ascetical activities (practices).  
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Love as Praxis, Skopós, and Telos in Maximus 
 With all that has been said already, it is clear that engaging with Maximus’ 
thought can easily lead one to become lost in one’s own thought and speculations. 
However, it would not be terribly difficult to reduce the whole of Maximus’ corpus 
to a single point, love.505  Love is certainly an abstract concept, but it is known as 
an embodied practice.  One can likely point with ease to an image of love in 
practice.   So, is love really an abstract concept, or is it rather a personal reality?  In 
Maximus’s perspective, it is the latter—with a few degrees of abstraction for good 
measure. It is a way of being in the world506, that one must practice in order to 
learn better.  Yet is also a virtue for Maximus—the chief virtue, in which all others 
                                               
505 Louth notes that Ambiguum 41, about which much has been written above, “is 
really about love and its distortions.” Andrew Louth, "Virtue Ethics: St Maximos the 
Confessor and Aquinas Compared,” 357. With the connections made above between 
conformation to the logoi and the bridging of division, as well as the progress in the 
movement through the stages of spiritual life, it does not take much to make the claim 
that it is all about love.  Constas notes, that love is the “center and summit of the human 
experience of God” for Maximus.  Constas, On Difficulties I, viii. Thunberg likewise writes, 
“for Maximus, no virtue is higher than charity (read love).” Lars Thunberg, Man and the 
Cosmos: The Vision of Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood, MA: St. Vladimir's Seminary 
Press, 2012), 97. 
506 Maximus writes, “Scripture calls the virtues ways, and the best of all the virtues 
is love. Therefore, the holy Apostle says, “I show you a more excellent way,” (1 Cor 12:31.) 
because it leads to the despising of material things and to preferring nothing temporal to 
the eternal.” Cent. IV.74 , Maximus, Selected Writings, 83. 
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have their being—and thus the purpose of praxis. 507  Finally, it is a mode of 
existence, God’s mode of being, which is the aim of Christian life and practice—
and for Maximus the telos of all existent things. One might conclude from this that 
Christian life and practice is about practicing love, acquiring love, and being love.  
Papanikolaou sums this up in the expression “learning how to love.” 508  He 
maintains that for Maximus, “the telos of the human is to be more loving, to learn 
how to love, which is embodied deification”509, and “the human is created to learn 
how to love and is in constant battle against that which weakens the capacity to 
                                               
507 For example, in his Centuries On Love I.45, Maximus writes, “Afflict your flesh 
with fasting and vigils. Devote yourself diligently to psalmody and prayer, and holiness 
in chastity will come upon you and bring love.” Cent. II.36-37, Maximus, Selected Writings, 
39. Although performance of particular ascetic activities roots out vice revealing all the 
natural virtues of the human person (e.g. Cent. II.47), it leads ultimately to love.  
508 Aristotle Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love: Saint Maximus on Virtue,” 
in Knowing the Purpose of Creation through the Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium on 
St Maximus the Confessor, ed. Maxim Vasiljevic (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press, 2013), 239. 
Louth also makes this connection. In the same volume, he affirms, “The ultimate purpose 
of this (ascetic practice) is to learn how to love.” Andrew Louth, "Virtue Ethics: St 
Maximos the Confessor and Aquinas Compared,” 355. 
509 Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love,” 241. 
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love.” 510 The activities of the body and the soul are all ultimately oriented towards 
the pursuit of love.511 Maximus writes:  
through [love] God and [humanity] are drawn together in a single embrace, 
and the creator and humankind appears as human, through the 
undeviating likeness of the deified to God in the good so far as is possible 
to humankind.  And the interpretation of love is: to love the Lord God with 
all the heart and soul and power, and the neighbor as oneself. Which is, if I 
might express it in a definition, the inward universal relationship to the first 
good connected with the universal purpose (telos) of our natural kind.512 
 
Through love human beings are united to God thereby enabling them to achieve 
their ultimate end (telos). It is clear to see that how one could argue that theosis as 
a mode of being love, is the telos of Christian life and practice according to 
Maximus.   
 Likewise, it is evident that the skopós of Christian life and practice is also 
bound in the reality of love as the crown of the virtues (“a great good, and of goods 
the first and most excellent good”513).  Papanikolaou writes,  
                                               
510 Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love,” 242. 
511 See, Cent. I.11, 45, 53; II.52, Maximus, Selected Writings.  
512 Epistle 2 in Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor (London: Routledge, 2010), 90. 
For the Greek critical edition see, François Combefis, ed., S. Maximi Confessoris operum, 2 
vols. (Paris: André Cramoisy, 1675). 
513 Epistle 2, Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 90. 
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Virtue, for St Maximus, is not a building of character for character’s sake; it 
is not a state of being where one displays one’s virtues like badges of honor; 
it is not simply the basis for proper moral decision making within a 
particular context.  The acquisition of the virtues is the precondition of the 
human capacity to love. 514  
 
Inasmuch as Maximus understands, according to Papanikolaou, that “the 
acquisition of the virtues “is the precondition of the human capacity to love,” it is 
possible to argue that the skopós makes one open to the reality of the telos (the 
acquisition of the virtues, chiefly love, makes one open to the reality of theosis). 
This is because theosis is union with God and God is manifest in the virtues, and 
“God is love.” Constas writes, “In the case of human beings, returning to God is 
identified with progress in virtue, insofar as the essence of every virtue is God 
Himself, who wills to be incarnated in the virtuous... communicating His own 
properties to their souls, and through their souls to their bodies…so that the whole 
person becomes God by the grace of God who became man.” 515 In other words, 
the “whole person becomes” love “by the grace of God.”  As Maximus writes in 
his Letter on Love,  
                                               
514 Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love,” 242. 
515Maximos, introduction to On Difficulties, xvi-xviii. 
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For nothing is more truly Godlike than divine love, nothing more 
mysterious, nothing more apt to raise human beings up to deification. For 
it has gathered together in itself all good things that are recounted by the 
logos of truth in the form of virtue, and it has absolutely no relation to 
anything that has the form of wickedness, since it is the fulfillment of the 
law and prophets. For they were succeeded by the mystery of love, which 
out of human beings makes us gods, and reduces the individual 
commandments to a universal meaning (logos). Everything is circumscribed 
by love according to God’s good pleasure in a single form, and love is 
dispensed in many forms in accordance with God’s economy. 516 
 
Love is central also because its practice can permeate all aspects of human life 
(“love is dispensed in many forms”).  Thus, it must also be practiced in each of 
realm of one’s life.517   
Redefining Praxis as Love Embodied in Action  
One cannot think oneself into the acquisition of love.  It does not simply 
happen.  This is why the ascetical life consists of particular practices.518  Certainly, 
                                               
516 Epistle 2, Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 85-86.   
517  This will be important in the conversation with Bass and Dykstra on form 
(morphé) in the next chapter.  
518 Maximus does not believe true ascetical life—that is, an ascetical life that is 
oriented towards God—can exist without the presence of love. He indicates, “Therefore, 
any ascetic life or practice that is without love is a stranger to God.” St. Maximus the 
Confessor, St. Maximus the Confessor: The Ascetic Life, The Four Centuries on Charity, ed. 
Johannes Quasten and Joseph C. Plumpe, trans. Polycarp Sherwood, vol. 21, Ancient 
Christian Writers (New York: The Newman Press, 1955), 125. For the Greek critical 
edition see, Peter Van Deun, Maximi Confessoris Liber Asceticus, Corpus Christianorum 
40, Series Graeca (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000). 
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each practice might orient towards a particular virtue, the virtues themselves 
orient towards love.  Maximus writes, “All the virtues assist the mind in the 
pursuit of divine love.” 519  
Love also cannot exist in isolation.  Therefore, it is impossible to practice 
love outside the community. 520  The community is the place in which love is 
practiced, where it is learned, where it is embodied. Love requires relationships, 
community, interpersonal encounter—it can only be “cultivated” therein. Blowers 
notes,  
The immediate focus of Maximus’s teaching on love and the formation of 
virtue, how- ever, is their cultivation within the microcosm of the human 
person and human community, be it the monastery, the church, or social 
interactions beyond sacred precincts. The internal integrity of the human 
microcosm is altogether bound up with the state of one’s 
relationships…Within the intimacy of Christian friendship, one’s virtues 
are more immediately in evidence and more rapidly brought to fruition.521 
 
                                               
 
519  Maximus, Selected Writings, 36. Papanikolaou also cites this passage. 
Papanikolaou, "Learning How to Love,” 242. 
520 Cf. Paul M. Blowers, "Aligning and Reorienting the Passible Self: Maximus the 
Confessor’s Virtue Ethics," Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 3 (2013): 349. 
521 Blowers, "Aligning and Reorienting," 349. 
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One cultivates love within oneself, but also within a particular community or in 
broader “social interactions.” This ought to compel one to develop relationships 
with others, “Christian friendships” certainly, and perhaps more importantly a 
posture of openness to others. 522  
Further, love is not learned by study. One cannot read about it a hope to 
learn it. Love, like all the virtues, exists only in its embodiment—which as has been 
stated numerous times throughout this chapter, is ultimately the embodiment of 
divine-human communion or theosis. This is why he so often points to Christ as 
the one in whom virtue is most perfectly embodied. However, it can be difficult to 
behold virtue without gazing upon it with one’s own eyes. For this reason, 
Maximus points to those who have become Christ-like, “heavenly,” and not 
“earthly.”523 Maximus writes, “The image of the earthly man consists in the capital 
                                               
522 Maximus writes, one ought to “cling” to the “qualities that will assure” one’s 
“passage to love’s goal.” That is “love of humankind, brotherly and sisterly love, 
hospitality, love of the poor, compassion, mercy, humility, meekness, gentleness, 
patience, freedom from anger, longsuffering, perseverance, kindness, forbearance, 
goodwill, peace towards all.” Epistle 2, Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 91-92. 
523  This is certainly how Maximus utilizes the Saints and other ecclesiastical 
figures.  Blowers notes, “Maximus, like other monastic writers, regularly eulogizes 
biblical saints and holds them up as paragons of the Christian virtues, just as Byzantine 
hagiography in his time was increasingly adept at shaping narratives of recent saints 
according to biblical prototypes. The profile of the Christian ascetical or ‘philosophical’ 
sage, with virtues fully intact, was readily available to Maximus not only from 
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vices, such as folly, cowardice, intemperance, injustice. The image of the heavenly 
man consists in the cardinal virtues, as prudence, courage, temperance, justice.”524 
One ought to find a (‘heavenly”) person in whom these virtues appear, and imitate 
them—not just in disposition, but practice as well. Here again, is the connection to 
virtue ethics clearly seen.525   
Redefining Theoria as a Loving Perspective 
Theoria, in this paradigm, becomes an embodied-ethos, which orients one 
toward appropriate action or practice, through contemplation of God though the 
logoi in creation. For Maximus, love is an existential reality from which a way of 
perceiving the world emerges. However, natural theoria does not stem from 
theoretical reasoning about the logoi, but rather from divine inspiration. It is a form 
of knowing that arises out of practical-experiential wisdom (practical philosophy), 
while also informing it. One is given the grace of discernment, which allows one 
                                               
hagiographical traditions but from the works of Evagrius Ponticus.” Blowers, "Aligning 
and Reorienting,” 334. 
524 Maximus, Selected Writings, 58. 
525  Virtues ethics from the time of Aristotle has been about embodying the 
character seen in the good man. One would recognize or think about what a good man 
would do, and then imitate it until it became habituated.  This also explains the turn to 
concrete examples in the final chapter of this project. 
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to act in accordance with one’s developing loving mode of being. This allows the 
person to more authentically act as love, both in cultivation and enactment—an 
interplay between practical philosophy and the acquisition of the virtues on the 
one hand, and natural theoria and coming to gnosis on the other.  In this 
perspective, it should be understood that both the cultivation and enactment of a 
loving mode are synergistic, a co-working of the human and divine natures. 
Therefore, the practices performed, and the perspective that orients them, are from 
God, while also being instances of encountering God in God’s own self-revelation. 
The loving perspective redefines and expands practice beyond traditional 
practices, without dissolving them.  The practices that are traditionally “normed,” 
that is, practices that have been performed historically and consistently by the 
Church, do not cease.  However, one is not bound to practice them alone.  This is 
where a discussion of innovative form and new practices can emerge—as a result 
of the transformed ethos.526  
                                               
526 It would be worthwhile to engage the notion of practice as the manifestation 
and cultivation of ontological love in more mundane activities as well as non-traditional 
practices done by Church communities and members thereof.  Ultimately, this would 
allow one to see one’s whole life as actualizing the tropos of divine love and the telos of 
divine-human communion (theosis).  
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Theoria is also constitutive of practice in Maximus’ perspective. The 
intention that makes something a true Christian practice.  This is even true of 
traditional practices.  According to this schema, a practice that has been performed 
historically, enacted without the proper intention does not carry the fullness of 
significance.527  Whereas a practice, not traditionally “normed,” but performed 
with the proper intention would be considered a truly Christian practice. 
However, one must not assume that Maximus would allow for the performance 
of any practice, because it must have within itself the capacity manifest the divine 
mode of being—“the good inherent to it.”528 This means that a practice that cannot 
manifest this mode of being it is not an expression of Christian life and practice.  
A practice that manifests or enacts love for God, love for neighbor, or creation, is 
an authentic practice.  Theoria allows one to act in accordance with the mode of 
                                               
527 This means that just because someone is doing a traditional practice it does not 
mean that that practice is cultivating or actualizing ontological love, through union with 
Christ.  That does not mean that God cannot self-reveal in these circumstances, but likely 
it would be difficult for the person to experience God’s self-revelation as such.  The next 
two chapters will articulate the essential orientation that transforms a practice into a 
Christian practice.  
528 Cf. MacIntyre, After Virtue. 
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being in which one, or the community, hopes to exist by providing a perspective 
that leads one to love.  
The corporate nature of the discussion of practice also assumes that not 
every person will have this vision. Many people will not move beyond practical 
philosophy and therefore a prophetic voice is needed to orient the community and 
the individual members towards proper practice.529 Again, this is why Maximus 
and others point to exemplars—from both past (saints) and the present (holy 
persons). This does not mean that each person cannot come to an illuminating 
experience that will guide her or him towards ever more authentic love.530  The 
hope is in fact that continued practicing of the first stage of the spiritual life will 
lead one to new theories of how to cultivate and enact love in the world.  This is 
seen as a revelatory experience in the Maximus, however.  This is where there is 
some departure from a Christian practices approach to practical theology.  There 
                                               
529 Concerning this see, Hierotheos Vlachos, Orthodox Psychotherapy: The Science of 
the Fathers. Translated by Esther Williams (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastert, 
2006).  Metropolitan Vlachos links the stages of the spiritual life to an idealized vision of 
the degrees of the clergy.  The average Christian stuggles with the first stage and can 
progress. Ideally the clergy have moved through the stages of spiritual life as the move 
through the degrees of clergy.  
530  The final chapter will reveal how many practices can open one up to 
contemplative experiences—that is to say, natural theoria.  
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is no real sense that it comes totally from practical reasoning (philosophy), because 
any new theory is linked existentially to God through revelation.  Mystical 
experience is vital to the understanding of practice as love in the Maximus. Thus, 
the practicing member of the community and the community are constantly 
moving between the practical wisdom that emerges from the acquisition of virtue 
and the knowledge (gnosis) of things. This informs practice and the use of things.  
Maximus writes, 
The one who has had success with the virtues and has become rich in 
knowledge as at last discerning things by their nature does and considers 
everything according to right reason and is in no way misled. For it is on 
the basis of whether we make use of things rationally or irrationally that we 
become either virtuous or wicked.531 
 
This is all wonderful, quite poetic, certainly beautiful and good, but it has yet to 
touch fully on its connection to the encounter with God and the formulation of a 
practical theology that stems therefrom. The paragraphs that follow will present, 
more-overtly, how the self-revelation of God within Christian practices can lead 
to practical theological understanding and ultimately lay the foundation for a 
theological argument for traditioned-contextualization of practice.  
                                               
531 Cent. I.91, Maximus, Selected Writings, 45. 
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Redefining Mystical Theology as Participation in Love or a Loving Encounter 
Theosis, or union with God, is the existential participation in the reality of 
love by grace.532 Love, as has already been noted, is a state of being.  As one is 
graced with union with Christ, one does not cease to perform the practices of the 
first stage.  Neither does one cease to discern authentic practices through theoria.  
However, there is cessation of the cycle as it exists in the first two stages. In this 
stage, love has become habituated through participation in Christ.  One no longer 
deliberates one’s action, but simply acts out of love, as the mode of one’s being.  
This is again a state of grace, a participation in a supernatural reality, a partaking 
of the divine nature.533 Inasmuch as love, as a virtue, is the embodiment of theosis, 
                                               
532  Deification, or theosis “is the participation in the uncreated grace of God. 
Theosis is identified and connected with the theoria (vision) of the uncreated Light. It is 
called theosis in grace because it is attained through the energy of the divine grace. It is a 
cooperation of God with man, since God is He Who operates and man is he who 
cooperates.” “Glossary of Terms,” Discerning Thoughts, accessed November 20, 2017, 
http://thoughtsintrusive.wordpress.com/glossary-of-terms/. 
533 Most persons and by extension communities do not fully participate in this 
reality; thus, the prophetic figure is all the more vital.  Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos 
in his work Orthodox Psychotherapy would argue that it is the task of the clergy, particularly 
the bishop to exist in this deified state.  This does not mean that others cannot participate 
in it or that every clergyman does.  This is why the Orthodox turn to the Saints as 
exemplars, much like MacIntyre would suggest in reference to the exemplars in virtue.  
The saints for the Orthodox are those who have attained unto this divine mode of being, 
by the grace of God. The exemplars both living and departed from life are embodied 
models, in diverse forms, of a truly loving mode of being. This speaks to the vital need for 
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there is a sense that one cannot perform a practice without at least in some subtle 
way also experience divine-human communion. For Maximus, therefore, love, as 
a mode of being, is essential to authentic theology.  This is because in the 
cultivation or enacting of a loving mode of being one is in fact entering into an 
encounter with God, which is a source of theology. Reflection on and articulation 
of the encounter with God is from which all theological knowledge comes.   
Maximus understands Christian life and practice is the movement towards 
actualizing one’s authentic mode of being as love.  Such a mode is offered freely 
in the synaxis.  However, the goal of the spiritual life—that is, the lived experience 
of faith in Christ—is the reorientation of self-love to love of the other—God, the 
neighbor, and all creation, so as to manifest the mode of being in the world.534  Love 
                                               
both the person and the community to cultivate the virtues. From an Orthodox 
perspective, the saints are understood to be actively present and engaging the Church, as 
examples of this in practice.  It is for this reason that this project will heavily rely upon the 
writings of saints for an Orthodox Christian theory of practice. 
534  Which is why Zizioulas is correct when he interprets St. Maximus the 
Confessor, writing, “If one does not forgive one’s enemies, one submits to nature as it is 
in the ‘present age’, in other words to division, to its ‘rebellion’ and to death, and 
endangers its true being which the bread of the Eucharist offers to man as the bread of the 
‘age to come’ of the Kingdom: ‘For I think that by ‘today’ it means this age…That bread 
which though didst prepare for us in the beginning that our nature might be immortal do 
Thou give us today, while we are in the present life of mortality…that it      may conquer death, 
etc.’” Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 77. This is also similar to the words of Christos 
Yannaras, he argues, “Christian asceticism is above all an ecclesial and not an individual 
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requires a personal other, as it is not an ethereal concept, but a relational reality.  
The spiritual life of the particular Christian and therefore the Church is always 
oriented toward a deep communion with God, which is never separated from 
communion with the neighbor535, and communion with the whole of creation in 
its extremes.  
Conclusion 
Eastern Christian thought provides an interesting model for understanding 
practices in terms of their purpose (skopós) and aim (telos). It does not provide 
much opportunity for critical reflection on these practices, however.  Most 
accountings of Christian practices amongst Orthodox writers—especially of the 
popular spirituality genre—rely on the works of authors writing from primarily 
monastic contexts that prioritize activities natural to that paradigm. Some 
                                               
matter. It is the changing of our nature’s individual mode of existence into a personal 
communion and relationship, a dynamic entry into the community of the life of the 
Church.  The aim of asceticism is to transfigure our impersonal natural desires and needs 
into manifestations of the free personal will which brings into the being the true life of 
love.” Christos Yannaras, The Freedom of Morality, trans. Elizabeth Briere (Crestwood, NY: 
St Vladimir Seminary Press, 1984).  
535 One might be reminded here, of the famous analogy of the circle in the writings 
of St. Dorotheos of Gaza.  In this text Dorotheos likens the relationship one has with God 
to being points on a circle, the center of which is God.  As the person moves closer to God 
he/she moves closer to her/his neighbor who is on another point at the circles edge.   
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contemporary scholars have attempted to broaden the discussion of Christian 
practices through the lens of virtue ethics. Given the proclivity of Orthodoxy to 
look to the past for wisdom for the present—and the tendency to utilize monastic 
authors—the chapter attempted to nuance the conversation with a close 
engagement with the byzantine monk, philosopher, and theologian, Maximus the 
Confessor.  His thought clearly makes use of earlier traditions of virtue ethics, but 
filtered through an unmistakably Christian theological lens. This positions 
Maximus well for more recent scholarly engagement with virtue ethics—through 
MacIntyre—and Christian practices approaches to practical theology.  Maximus’ 
emphasis on theosis as the telos of Christian life and the acquisition of the virtues 
(“the embodiment of theosis”) and coming to gnosis as the skopós of Christian 
practice, provides a deeper theological framework for the present scholarly 
conversation.  However, despite the space that Maximus’ thought leaves for 
innovation—at least speculatively—his is still writing from a context radically 
different then people today—he is a byzantine era monastic.  Thus, his writings 
about practices (activities) give priority to actions—and forms—performed in his 
own paradigm.  Here his theological vision and the understanding of practice and 
form promoted by Bass and Dykstra—discussed in the previous chapter—will 
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have the greatest impact on contemporary Orthodox understandings of Christian 
life and practice. At the same time, the Christian practices approach to practical 
theology, challenged by Maximus’ theological vision, might be compelled to think 
deeply about telos and skopós.  This could be a discovery of deeper theological 
perspectives embedded in the literature already, or a realization that more 
consideration must be given to the theological implications of such work. This will 
all come about in the conversation in the next chapter between Bass and Dykstra 
and Maximus (and Orthodoxy) on the other.   
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CHAPTER THREE: 
 
How to Be Adaptable, Innovative, and Traditional: 
A Conversation with Bass and Dykstra, Maximus the Confessor, and 
Contemporary Orthodox Christianity 
 
 
The introduction of this project offered some insights into a conversation 
taking place in contemporary Orthodox Christianity—namely, the rise of what has 
been described by some as fundamentalism in certain streams of Orthodox 
Christianity, 536  and the response to such a critique, which voices a desire to 
preserve an inherited tradition 537 —with its pronouncements and practices—
without succumbing to the contemporary culture of excess—sometimes 
uncritically.538 At the same time, it noted that there is a tendency in others in 
                                               
536 Demacopoulos, "Orthodox Fundamentalism.” 
537 See, Whiteford, "Fr. John Whiteford's Commentary and Reflections," Response 
to "Orthodox Fundamentalism" by George Demacopoulos, January 01, 2015, accessed 
August 29, 2018, http://fatherjohn.blogspot.com/2015/02/response-to-orthodox-
fundamentalists-by.html; "Fundamental Errors: A Response to "Tradition Without 
Fundamentalism" by George Demacopoulos | Fr. John Whiteford," Orthodox Ethos, 
March 18, 2017, accessed August 29, 2018, https://orthodoxethos.com/post/fundamental-
errors-a-response-to-tradition-without-fundamentalism-by-george-demacopoulos.   
538  In an effort to articulate some of the common traits amongst those with 
fundamentalist tendencies, Demacopoulos writes, 
Like other fundamentalist movements, Orthodox fundamentalism reduces all 
theological teaching to a subset of theological axioms and then measures the 
worthiness of others according to them.  Typically, this manifests itself in 
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contemporary Orthodoxy to engage with tradition with a progressivist approach, 
which can lead to the uncritical movement away from the past expressions. As this 
project is concerned primarily with Christian practice, its engagement with the 
conversation is concerned more with anachronistic and contextually inappropriate 
performance of practices and the aversion to almost any instance of change in 
practices either in adapting inherited forms or incorporating new activities into 
the way of life of the church.539 There is also a concern the proper discernment 
around practice, so as to not thoughtlessly regard activities as contextually 
irrelevant—inasmuch as such practices are in conflict with the popular sensibilities 
of the ever-changing present. The introduction also suggested that by viewing the 
historical tradition of the Christian East—particularly its acetic tradition—through 
the lens of Bass and Dykstra’s Christian practices approach to practical theology 
                                               
accusations that individuals, institutions, or entire branches of the Orthodox 
Church fail to meet the self-prescribed standard for Orthodox teaching… The key 
intellectual error in Orthodox fundamentalism lies in the presupposition that the 
Church Fathers agreed on all theological and ethical matters.  That miscalculation, 
no doubt, is related to another equally flawed assumption that Orthodox theology 
has never changed—clearly it has or else there would have been no need for the 
Fathers to build consensus at successive Ecumenical Councils. (Demacopoulos, 
"Orthodox Fundamentalism.”) 
539 For more on the Orthodox perspectives on tradition and orthopraxis see Vrame, 
"Four Types of Orthopraxy," 279-304. 
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can provide some possible historically-grounded responses to the concerns that 
emerge in the conversation and offer some concrete, actionable ideas for 
contemporary Orthodox Christianity communities who seek to authentically live 
their faith in a way that reflects their unique contexts. 
Chapter 1 offered an account of one expression of a Christian practices 
approach to practical theology through a deep reading of the writings of Craig 
Dykstra and Dorothy Bass. The presentation offered texture and breadth to an 
ongoing conversation about Christian practices by employing four interpretive 
lenses—telos, skopós, praxis, and morphé. These lenses, although not emerging 
entirely out of these authors’ own research, open up the possibility for new ideas 
to evolve out of existing themes and conceptions connected to Christian practices. 
Similarly, but in a manner consistent with its context, chapter 2 presents an 
account of an Eastern Christian approach to practice informed by significant 
strands from the theological, spiritual, and mystical traditions of the Christian 
East—with particular emphasis its asceticism. This took the form of a more general 
account of themes from the Eastern Christian theology and spirituality, followed 
by a close reading of the works of Maximus the Confessor—a voice significant 
both in the history of both the Eastern and Western Christian traditions, and 
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contemporary Orthodox Christianity. Utilizing the same lenses, the chapter 
offered some much-needed nuance and contextualization to several aspects of a 
rich and historic tradition—noting that it is by no means an exhaustive account.  
The chapters highlighted the value and limitations of both traditions. One might 
note that both perspectives share some essential elements—albeit the language 
employed by each might obscure this fact. This project argues that the 
commonalities might, in fact, speak to a shared vision arising in the discussion of 
practices more generally—though this is without a need to “essentialize” any 
particular truth claim arising out of the respective perspectives. These points of 
shared vision can offer much to the conversation around the topic of adaptation 
and innovation in the contemporary Orthodox Church. 
The Reality of Methodological Shortcomings when Speaking across Time and 
Space, and the Historiographical Problem 
This chapter seeks to place the more mystical/spiritual elements of Eastern 
Christian thought—particularly its emphasis on theosis, or divine-human 
communion, as a mode of being—in conversation with the contextually-grounded 
aspects of Dykstra and Bass’ use of a Christian practices approach—with their 
emphasis on the need for communities to adapt the form of present activities to 
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their contemporary contexts and broad understanding of what they consider  to 
be Christian practices. However, this aim poses a challenge, in that the 
conversation partners that are invited to speak to one another are separated by 
time and space. The temporal differences that exist between Maximus on the one 
hand and Bass and Dykstra on the other, makes any attempt to host such a 
conversation within the confines of this chapter problematic. The challenge is 
compounded by the fact that in many instances Maximus voice falls silent on many 
of the questions that arise in a reading of his work through the lens of Bass and 
Dykstra’s approach. He simply cannot respond to them. It is possible to infer a 
response when there is sufficient analogy between his extant writing and that of 
Bass and Dykstra; however this poses an additional historiographical challenge to 
the task at hand. Thus, one must also be resigned to the reality of a hermeneutical 
silence on certain topics.  
Adding to the difficulty of this project, and adequately accounting for the 
difficulty that the historical distance between these conversation partners have is 
the nature of historiography itself. It requires a critical self-awareness on the part 
of the person engaging in the historiographical aspects of this project. One can 
apply certain critical methods, to mitigate the disparities that exist between the 
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two perspectives, but this only takes  one so far. Exacerbating this is the fact that 
there is no clear way of knowing what factors shaped the perspective of the more 
historically distant figure. Only so much can be known. At the same time, only so 
much is relevant to the conversation at hand. This speaks to the reality that 
underpins this whole project. What has the past to say to the present. The inverse 
perspective also begs the question: what can the present say to a past that is so far 
removed it cannot reply?  
A Word on Methodology and an Imperfect Proposal 
 With these challenges in mind, it is important to determine the appropriate 
methodology to employ in order to orient this chapter at least on a trajectory 
towards its stated aim. In an effort to host the necessary conversation for this 
project to proceed, a methodological choice must be made—one that is fully aware 
of its own limitations and imperfections in terms of the task at hand. Given the 
tacit nature of anything that arises out of this aspect of the project, it is best to select 
a methodology that allows for the “sharing“ of ideas between the conversations 
partners, but does not expect much in terms of definitive resolutions. A model at 
use in the academy presently, which can offer shape to the methodological 
approach of this chapter, is the theological colloquy. As it is manifested in the 
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contemporary academy, a theological colloquy allows for a rich examination of the 
topic at hand, to which all of the invited parties can offer a word from their varied 
contextual realities.  
While an attempt to translate the theological colloquy model as a 
methodology for this chapter has its limitations, it does provide space for the 
various perspectives to speak freely despite the challenges of historical distance 
between the conversation partners. Instead of responding to each other in a 
mutually critical way, the two perspectives are invited to respond to a present 
concern, or question, based on their unique expertise and contexts. The guiding 
question of such a colloquy-in-print is: How might contemporary Christian 
communities respond to the questions around practice of adaptation and 
innovation in a manner consistent with their tradition without falling into the 
extremes of uncritical conservativism or liberalism about the contemporary 
expression of tradition—particularly in relation to Christian practices?  
The chapter will draw out of this colloquy certain significant themes that 
function well across both perspectives, even if it is not explicitly stated in each. 
Ultimately, this conversation will reveal, some essential, shared conceptions—a 
common vision—of practice, found in Dykstra and Bass’s Christian practices 
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approach and Eastern Christian theology and spirituality—particularly those 
aspects the emerged in the discussion of Maximus the Confessor’s thought. The 
four lenses utilized in the previous chapters will give structure to this process, 
while facilitating the conversation in fruitful ways. Doing so, it will reveal that in 
both cases it is not the particular practices, or complex of practices, in either their 
historical or present form, that give meaning to the activities that Christians 
perform together. Instead, it is the intentional orientation towards a particular aim 
(telos)—which is embodied in the performance of the practices—done for 
particular immediate purposes (skopós)—which actualize the aim in the present—
that give practices their significance (makes them traditional) in Christian 
communities.  
This project articulates, finally, a the basis of model by which contemporary 
Orthodox Christian communities of practice—particularly traditionally-minded 
communities—may discern ways of adapting the form in which they 
express/actualize a practice already understood as Christian—by means of its basis 
in Scripture or its ongoing performance in Christian history—in contextually 
relevant ways and how they might recognize a new practice—that meets 
fundamental human needs and has its own standards of excellence, but which is 
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not itself historically connected with Christianity—into the already existing 
structures in which the communities operate. To that end, the project will also 
suggest that it is not the practice itself or the form that it takes the makes it 
Christian, or traditional—if that is important to the community to maintain—but, 
rather its ability to orient towards a traditional end and manifest traditional 
purposes. This chapter will further sumbit that practices and their outward 
expressions (forms) are not so much inherently Christian, or traditional. Instead 
the activities, in their various expressions, are recognized as Christian practices by 
the community of practice itself—with the caveat that in the Orthodox Church 
some practices are regarded essential by the larger community, such as the 
jurisdiction (Greek, Russian, Serbian, etc.) or the Orthodox Church at large.540 A 
community discerns that the activities have the capacity to actualize the telos in the 
present through realizing certain skopoi (purposes). Likewise, a community may 
also recognize in a new outward expression of a historical Christian practice, the 
                                               
540 This does not mean that the forms of these practices are unable to change. This 
chapter and those that follow will offer some examples of practices that for lack of a better 
term are “normative” for Orthodox Christianity universally. One example that will 
feature prominently in the case study of New Skete in chapter 4 and 5 is liturgical 
practices. Liturgy is understood as essential to the life of the Church. Most historical and 
contemporary authors would see liturgy as the central practice of the Church—even 
“constitutive” of the Church (Zizioulas). 
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same markers of tradition. This will lay the foundation for the construction of a 
model of communal discernment that can assist communities as they consider in 
what ways they can adapt the form of traditional practices to better understand 
their contexts and meet their needs, while also recognizing new activities, which 
spontaneously arise in these Christian communities, as Christian practices partially 
constitutive of their way of life.  
Plan 
The first section of this chapter will be a discussion of the Christian practices 
approach of Bass and Dykstra and the theology and spirituality of Maximus the 
Confessor—with some remarks about broader streams of thought in Eastern 
Christianity. This section will focus on the ways that telos emerges in each 
perspective. It will offer a recapitulation of the perspectives, while drawing out 
some essential themes in both—noting where there is resonance, and where each 
side could benefit from the wisdom of the other.541 Special attention will be given 
                                               
541 For example, it will emphasize the value that more theological engagement with 
the concept of theosis, in a manner like that of Eastern Christian theology and 
spirituality—particularly in Maximus’ thought—can have on a Christian practices 
approach to practical theology employed by Dykstra and Bass. Doing so would open up 
the conversation to a richer engagement with mystical theology and spirituality, amongst 
proponents of the approach—to which Bass and Dykstra allude in their writings, but 
which are not their primary foci. 
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to the understanding that both perspectives place on participation in God’s 
activities. Drawing on Bass and Dykstra it will also emphasize the importance of 
being grounded in the community. While there are rich mystical aspects of 
Christian practices—particularly in the way it is presented in Maximus and the 
Christian East—they are performed in and contribute to the establishment of a 
way of life in concrete communities. Bass and Dykstra offer a reminder that 
practices divorced from their (Christian) communal contexts lose their 
significance. At the same time Maximus offers a reminder that practices performed 
without proper orientation can likewise lose their significance. This section will 
conclude with a discussion of how contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities would benefit from the conversation around telos.  
The second section will discuss the themes that emerged in the discussion 
of skopós in each perspective—noting where each can inform and challenge the 
other. Eastern Christian discussions of virtue—as an indication of embodied 
theosis—and theoria—as leading to gnosis (knowledge of God)—as found in 
Maximus, will provide further language for Bass and Dykstra to infuse their 
thought with rich theological, spiritual, and mystical reflection on Christian 
practices in a manner that remains consistent with their established definition. 
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Likewise, Bass and Dykstra provide a much-needed grounding in the needs of the 
present age.  Eastern Christianity, particularly its contemporary Orthodox 
Christian expressions, often highlights the writings of particular historical 
authors—like Maximus. However, some contemporary authors tend to emphasize 
the eschatological542 and individualistic implications of Christian practices in these 
historical texts. Underscoring the need for contextual-groundedness in the 
discussion of the purpose of Christian life and practice, as Bass and Dykstra do, 
provides language for Eastern Christianity—again in its contemporary Orthodox 
Christian expressions—to think about the implications that these purposes have 
in the present situation.543  
                                               
542 It goes beyond the scope of this project to go into much depth concerning the 
intended audience and historical-contextual reasons for the extant works of Maximus. 
One can infer from his works, however, that his writings reflect the needs of the particular 
situation he is responding to, and where given, the recipient of such a text. For example, 
his Ambigua were written by request of John to respond to the claims that there is 
Origenistic language in the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory of Nazianzus. His 
more ascetical works address the aims of Christian life in general—namely theosis—but 
tend to emphasize the purposes in language that makes most sense in a monastic setting. 
This does not, however, negate the universality of the themes of acquisition of virtue and 
coming to gnosis, which Maximus would likely see as essential purposes of Christian life 
in general, not just the monastic.  
543  For example, how thinking about practical wisdom informs the manner in 
which one understands and meets fundamental needs in the present situation, without 
losing an eschatological orientation.  
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The third section, will emphasize that the understanding of form and 
practice found in Bass and Dykstra can offer valuable points of critical reflection 
to Maximus’ thought—and by extension, on expressions of his thought in 
contemporary Orthodoxy. With a clearer distinction between practice and form, 
Bass and Dykstra’s approach has greater freedom to think critically about the 
contextual-appropriateness of traditioned practices, while broadening the 
understanding of what constitutes a Christian practice. Contemporary Orthodoxy, 
with an understanding of orthopraxy that can border on fundamentalist in some 
of its current expressions, would benefit from an approach that allows for the 
dynamism that Bass and Dykstra’s Christian practices approach offers. 
Alternatively, in the history of Eastern Christianity, authors like Maximus have 
shown the ability to recognize, preserve, and extend forms that have proven 
effective in actualizing the aims and purposes of Christian life in contexts that lay 
beyond the confines of the paradigm in which they emerged.544 Including of such 
a line of thinking about form could enrich Dykstra and Bass’ thinking about 
Christian practices.  
                                               
544  For example, formal ascetical practices, like interior prayer, which arose in 
monastic contexts, that have value for monastics and lay Christians alike. 
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In the end, this chapter seeks to provide some criteria that inform 
contemporary Orthodox Christian communities as they consider ways they might 
adapt the forms that traditional Christian practices take, and how they might 
recognize new activities that spontaneously arise within communities of practice 
as partially constitutive of a way of life. This will allow these communities to 
welcome activities from outside the Orthodox/Eastern Christian tradition into 
their existing communal structures in a way that is consistent with the Eastern 
Christian tradition—either denominationally or locally. 
Section One: Telos: A Communal Way of Life Abundant and a Relational Mode 
of Being 
Both the Christian practices approach to practical theology forwarded by 
Dykstra and Bass, and Eastern Christian theology, spirituality, and mysticism—
particularly with the nuances drawn from the writings of Maximus the 
Confessor—show strong teleological orientations. The former, rely on and expand 
upon MacIntyre’s rediscovery of Aristotle, in developing their understanding of 
Christian practices. Their definition, like MacIntyre’s, bears the teleological focus 
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found in Aristotle’s philosophical works—of note, his Nicomachean Ethics. 545  
Maximus, well educated in the philosophical schools of ancient Greece, though 
showing the advancements in thought common to his epoch,546  also bears the 
markers of Aristotle—albeit in its Neoplatonic expressions and informed by the 
thought of Christian writers, like the Cappadocians and Pseudo-Dionysius.547 
Maximus’ writings on virtue, an essential aspect of his theology of practice—
perhaps better named his ascetical spirituality or mystical theology—also bear a 
clear teleology. This section will bring the themes that emerged in the preceding 
chapters concerning telos into conversation. It will show how the Christian 
practices approach of Dykstra and Bass, and the theology, spirituality, and 
mysticism of Maximus—as representative of Eastern Christian ascetical thought—
together provide a nuanced understanding of the telos of Christian practice.  This 
                                               
545 For more on this, see the section titled “Christian Practices Approach to Practical 
Theology, Moral Reasoning, and MacIntyre” in chapter 1 of this project.  
546 For more on the study and advancement of Ancient Greek Philosophy in the 
Byzantine era see, Basil Tatakis, Byzantine Philosophy, trans. Nicholas J. Moutafakis 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Pub, 2003); Christian Philosophy in the Patristic and Byzantine 
Tradition, trans. George D. Dragas (Rollinsford, NH: Orthodox Research Institute, 2007). 
547 For more on Maximus as a philosopher see, Sotiris Mitralexis, Georgios Steiris, 
and Marcin Podbielski, eds., Maximus the Confessor as a European Philosopher (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2017).  
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understanding of telos—drawing on the unique proposals of each perspectives—
will offer an important response to the concern in contemporary Orthodoxy 
around the question of adaptation and innovation in Christian practice.  
Dykstra, Bass, and A Way of Life Abundant 
Dykstra and Bass frequently make the case that the telos of Christian 
practices and by extension a Christian practices approach to practical theology is 
“a way of life abundant.”  This phrase appears in many essays and monographs 
written separately and jointly over the years. A similar construction is used as the 
title of one of their co-edited volume—For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, 
Theological Education, and Christian Ministry.548  The expression—taken from the 
words of Christ (John 10:10)—references the particular way in which Christians, 
together, live out their calling from God. This way of life is constituted by certain 
“patterns of communal living,” which these authors call practices.549 In one sense 
the practices together are what form the way of life. They hold that, “the practices 
of faith…are not merely tools. Rather they are both the goal and the path of the 
                                               
548 See Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant. 
549 Cf. Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 194. 
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Christian life.”550 However, it is not simply the act of performing certain activities 
that constitute abundant life.551 More significant is the capacity that the practices 
together have to actualize the ultimate aim and intention of them individually—
namely, to shape a communal way of life in response to God’s call in the person of 
Jesus Christ through the Spirit. This assertion does not, however, offer much 
insight into what a way of life abundant actually looks like in practice—at least in 
a prescriptive way. Further exploration into this aspect of the telos is needed in 
order to fully appreciate the perspective of Bass and Dykstra.  
Although the assertion that the telos of Christian life and practice is a way 
of life abundant remains a constant fixture of Bass and Dykstra’s thought, there is 
not a static articulation of what a way of abundant life looks like. This is because 
the nature of Christian practices, according to Dykstra and Bass, is that they are 
themselves dynamic. They take on multiple forms552 and include diverse activities. 
                                               
550 Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 358. 
551 It is for this reason that it was important to name the other aspects of telos in 
chapter one. Further clarification of this will be added below.  
552 See chapter one on morphé in Dykstra and Bass.  
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As the way of life abundant is constituted by practices, which are also dynamic, it 
is constantly in “flux.” 553  
This becomes more significant when one considers the breadth of activities 
that Bass and Dykstra include under the signifier “Christian practice.” Chapter 
one revealed that these authors understand both the ordinary and the 
extraordinary activities that Christians perform together over time as Christian 
practices—prayer, worship, hospitality, raising families, household economics, 
etc. Such diversity in activities is essential to Bass and Dykstra’s thought. It also 
speaks to an important aspect of Christian practices and a way of life abundant. 
As Bass and Dykstra note, “A way of life abundant: this is God’s gift in the midst 
of the ordinary stuff of existence.” 554  The dynamism of Bass and Dykstra’s 
approach reflects this aspect of a way of life abundant, and the practices that 
constitute it. It is also what makes their approach so versatile for use in 
communities—as they are themselves by nature difficult to definitively define and 
constantly changing, being reformed, and reconstituted. Bass and Dykstra’s 
                                               
553   Bass and Dykstra, For Life Abundant, 355. 
554 Dorothy C. Bass, new preface for the revised edition in Practicing Our Faith: A 
Way of Life for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass, 2010), xiii. 
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approach therefore is quite effective in addressing the needs of individuals and 
communities. 
Although according to Bass and Dykstra, a way of life abundant is 
constituted by Christian practices, they also insist that it is greater than the sum of 
practices that comprise it. It is not enough to say that there are specific practices 
that constitute a way of life—as accurate as it would be to express such an idea. In 
fact, this would be true of the way of life that emerges in any community of 
practices—even non-Christian or non-religious.  Communities tend have a way of 
life that is unique to their particular contexts—though not always viewed as 
systematically as the examples in this project. This way of life is, in part, 
determined and defined by the activities that their members perform together over 
time. Nevertheless, Dykstra and Bass add texture to a merely social reading of 
Christian life and practice. This texture, orients in two ways. First the faith life of 
the particular Christian and her/his participation in the practice of God. Second 
the life of the community of Christians, comprised by any number of particular 
Christian faithful, and its participation in the activities of God through a 
communal way of life abundant. 
Dykstra, Bass, and Growth in a Life of Faith 
 
 
 
 
 
 
312 
Christian practices, as noted in chapter 1, also contribute to growth in a life 
of faith. Ostensibly, this might seem to indicate something quite similar to 
abundant life. Although they are intimately connected555, they ultimately represent 
two distinct aspects of the telos of Christian life and practice. Whereas a way of life 
abundant is the life which is itself comprised of many interconnected practices, for 
Bass and Dykstra, growth in a life of faith—and faith by extension—tends to 
describe the process by which one begins to more authentically actualize this way 
of life in one’s own life—though in the midst of community. One who strives to 
live more faithfully, strives for a way of abundant life.   
Bass and Dykstra, employing their Christian practices approach, 
understand one of the central aims of Christian life and practice is the cultivation 
of a life of faith. They note that one of the motivations for their work is the longing 
that they perceive in contemporary Christians for meaningful engagement in a life 
of faith. It is the personal aspect of the orientation toward the telos of growth in the 
life of faith that grounds it in the quotidian aspects of life. This is true in part 
                                               
555 See chapter 1. 
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because growth in the life of faith happens in lived experience of a particular 
person over a lifetime.  Dykstra writes,  
Growth in the life of faith also involves a lifelong continuing process of 
encountering and entering into the inexhaustible richness of the mystery of 
God and God’s love, ever more deeply and profoundly. Just as the process 
of knowing a person is never finished or exhausted, so too the dynamic 
uncovering the riches of God’s grace and promises is unlimited. Thus we 
grow in the life of faith as we hear more and more the good news of the 
living gospel and appropriate more profoundly its unceasingly expanding 
meaning and significance, and dwell ever more fully on the presence of God 
with us.556 
 
This growth in a life of faith can take shape at any stage in one’s life. It emerges 
out of the simplest aspects of growing up to the more complex aspects of living 
the gospel where one finds oneself. Dykstra maintains, “The alterations and 
transformations that occur in faith and in the life of faith occur in time and over 
time. Though some dimensions of faith and the life of faith are born in the littlest 
child, other presuppose experience in the world and a meeting with the gospel.”557 
For this reason, it is challenging to parse out just what constitutes this aspect of the 
telos of Christian life and practice for Bass and Dykstra. Perhaps better put, it is 
difficult to name what does not constitute it.  
                                               
556 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 38. 
557 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 34. 
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Chapter 1 describes a life of faith in somewhat ambiguous terms—in a 
manner similar to attempts to offer a concrete definition of a way of life abundant. 
Parsing out what is claimed by proponents of this approach—this author argues—
it is clear that discussions of a life of faith and growth in a life of faith can be 
distinguished from discussions of a way of life abundant inasmuch as the former 
speak to the personal aspects of Christian life and practice. Whereas, a way of life 
abundant, as noted above speaks to the relational nature of the telos of Christian 
life and practice. In other words, whereas a way of life abundant speaks of the 
corporate nature of Christian life and practices, the phrase “growth in the life of 
faith” communicates the significance that this way of life has for the particular 
Christian.  
As noted above Bass and Dykstra suggest that Christian practices are 
essentially communal. Therefore, distinction between the corporate and personal 
aspects of the telos of Christian life and practice is not explicitly stated by the 
authors themselves. Nevertheless, it becomes a helpful lens by which one can 
understand the necessary tension that exists between the two essential facets of 
Bass and Dykstra’s thought. Utilizing these distinctions does not imply, however, 
that the corporate and personal aspects exist in isolation. In fact, as one reads the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
315 
writings of Bass and Dykstra on a way of life abundant and growth in a life of 
faith, one will be left with the conviction that it is impossible for one to exist 
without the other. A way of life abundant, with all of its constitutive practices, is 
the context in which growth in the life of faith happens. Christian practices 
constitute communal life. Likewise, it is faithful and intentional performance by 
particular practitioners that allows an eclectic collection of activities to come 
together to form a way of life abundant—Christian practices contribute to a 
personal growth in a life of faith in the midst of a communal pursuit of abundant 
life. 
Abundant life and a life of faith—the communal and personal aspects of 
Christian life and practice—are endowed with meaning not from the particular 
practices that one or a collective perform—as noted in chapter one, many of the 
practices meet fundamental human needs simply because they are fundamentally 
human.  Were the meaning to come in the performance of the practice alone, there 
would be nothing Christian about many of the practices that Dykstra and Bass 
discuss. This is not a problem, just an observation. Nevertheless, authors who 
ascribe to a Christian practices approach to practical theology are interested in 
what makes the practices they study Christian.  
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Dykstra, Bass, and Participation in the Practice of God 
While a more in-depth account of this was given in the first chapter, it is 
important to indicate here that it is the final aspect of the telos offered by Dykstra 
and Bass that gives Christian practices their distinctively Christian character. They 
maintain that through Christian practices communities and particular persons 
participate in the very activities of the God. This notion is also colored by 
particular confessional belief about who this God is, the Christian story, and, 
where relevant, the distinct theological and spiritual traditions from which the 
practitioners come.  
Participation in the activities of God is a central point in the thought of Bass 
and Dykstra. It is God’s own activity that “sustains” Christian communities of 
practice and what allows them to live a “way of life” abundant.558 God’s active 
presence in the life of the community permeates both its corporate and personal 
aspects. When the community or individual performs Christian practices, Bass 
and Dykstra assert that they are participating in the activities of God. It is 
important to appreciate that the experience of participation happens in both the 
                                               
558 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 22.  
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communal and personal aspects of Christian life. It allows one to understand an 
important aspect of Bass and Dykstra’s thought—God is present. While a common 
way of life or living a life of faithful to the beliefs of the community are possible in 
any number of social groups, it is the belief that God is actively present in the 
community, and that the community and its members are actively participating in 
the practice of God that moves one from the realm of sociology to theology. 
Practices are revelatory.559 
The revelatory nature of Christian practices speaks not only to the passive 
awareness of the presence of God in the midst of practices. It also speaks a 
revelatory word about human nature. If one participates in the activity of God 
through the performance of certain practices, one is also able to actualize that 
presence in the world through the same performance. Dykstra suggests that “We 
may also speak of growth in the life of faith in terms of extending our recognition 
of the consequences of God’s grace into more and more aspects of our lives in the 
world.”560 
The Communal Aspects of Participating in the Practice of God 
                                               
559 This will be explored further below. 
560 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 38. 
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Bass and Dykstra insist that practices shape a way of life abundant within 
Christian communities. There is more to this than communal social dynamics—
the something more to which this chapter has repeatedly referred. Christian 
communities orient towards a way of life abundant, a new life of participation, a 
life in Christ, in the life of the Spirit. As Dykstra writes, “New life in Christ is made 
available to us in community, and such community carries on its life through the 
‘practices’ that are constitutive of the shape of life together in the world.”561 
Elsewhere he notes, 
We participate in the life of the Spirit by participating in the life of such 
community, and this is only because the community’s own being and 
activity are constituted through participation in the life of the Spirit. Thus, 
insofar as the church is a community in the power of the Spirit, its whole 
life in the world becomes a means of grace for those who are its people and 
for all the world.562  
 
As participation in Christian life and practice is participation in the 
activities of God—participation in the life in Christ and the life of the Spirit—
happens in community, it is only in its communal aspects that one can hope in any 
growth in one’s personal life of faith—that is, one’s personal participation in the 
                                               
561 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 40 
562 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
319 
practice of God. The “means of grace,” about which Dykstra writes, is inherently 
communal. Pushing back against individualistic readings of grace, Dykstra insists 
that,  
At times these “means of grace” have been mistakenly regarded primarily 
as mean by which certain “benefits” were made available to individuals. 
And these benefits were understood to be available through the church, 
which alone “administered” the grace of God in Christ through certain 
ordinances that it controlled. This conception often led to the distortion of 
the church’s proper self-understanding and to destructive patterns of 
ministry and life in the world, and it still does so in some contexts today. 563  
 
Dykstra cautions against an overly individualistic understanding of participation. 
Nevertheless, he does not dismiss the personal aspects of it.   
For Dykstra—and by extension Bass—it is participation in the activities of 
God happens in community, but can only manifest in the lives of the members of 
such communities. He insists, “Just as faith and the life of faith in the communion 
of the Spirit, so a community ‘the whole being of [which] is marked by 
participation in the history of God’s dealing with the world’ becomes the concrete 
area of our coming into faith and growing in the life of faith.”564   
The Personal Aspect of Participation in the Practice of God 
                                               
563 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
564 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41. 
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Dykstra maintains that “the process of coming to faith and growing in faith 
is fundamentally a process of participation.” 565 As one begins to actively engage 
in a life of faith—as noted above, within a community of practice—one begins to 
become more aware of the ways in which God in actively present in the activities 
of that way of life. He suggests that this is also an impetus to engage more 
intentionally in the communities in which the experience of God’s presence is felt 
more authentically. He writes, “We come to recognize and live in the Spirit as we 
participate more and more broadly and deeply in communities that know God’s 
love, acknowledge it, express it, and live their lives in the light of it.” 566  So, 
although faith is a personal thing, and one experiences and appreciates the 
presence of God in the activities of a life of faith, Dykstra insists that it cannot be 
divorced from the life of the community out of which these practices emerge.  
Even the understanding of faith that Dykstra suggests, reflects its 
connection with the recognition of God’s active presence. He states:  
Faith—understood as the recognition and acceptance of God’s enduring, 
saving presence—may grow in power, significance, richness, and depth as 
more and more dimensions of our individual and corporate lives are 
touched by and conformed to it…If faith—understood as the deep and 
                                               
565 Dykstra, Growing in the Life,  40 
566 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 40 
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personal knowledge of God’s love—simply is what it is, the obvious next 
question is how do we come to faith?567 
 
Faith is personal knowledge of God—progressive knowledge of God as a personal 
other to whom one personally relates. Faith is not some type of conceptual 
framework—it is a personal relationship kindled by God. Simultaneously persons 
actively respond to God’s personal self-revelation, and thereby undergo 
“evolutionary or developmental transformation” by God’s own self-disclosure.568 
The personal nature of growth in the life of faith as participation in the 
activities of God, is described in various ways, or “patterns,” depending on 
context. It can be a “series” of stages—like found in Maximus and Christian 
asceticism. It can also be a “ladder” or a “journey.”569 What is ultimately important 
is that “the life of faith is a living, moving, dynamic existence that takes place in 
the environment of the Spirit…In the Spirit we come to recognize this growth as 
God’s gift.”570 
                                               
567 Dykstra, Growing in the Life,  39. 
568 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 36. 
569 For more on Dykstra’s understanding of the nature of growth and progress see,  
Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 34. 
570 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 38. 
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Dykstra, Bass, and the Ambiguity Concerning the Telos of Christian Life and 
Practice 
It is of great significance to this discussion that the works of Dykstra and 
Bass are replete with images, ideas, expressions of the way of abundant life, a life 
of faith571, and participation in the practices of God. Nevertheless, as one reads 
these authors, one will begin to notice, that there is no clear indication given by 
Bass and Dykstra as to how these manifest themselves, in any definitive sense. 
There is no clear picture of what is ultimately essential to them. This speaks to 
several significant points. First, a Christian practices approach anticipates 
contextually specific nuance. The specific communal and personal aspects of 
Christian life and practice, will vary based on context. There may be some overlap 
in the practices in their most general understanding—this is essential to the central 
thesis promulgated by Bass and Dykstra. Nevertheless, each community—
whether a family unit, a congregation, or a denomination—will have a unique way 
of life, and each member will uniquely live out their particular life of faith.  
                                               
571 Dykstra notes, “Faith and the life of faith are dynamic processes, not static 
conditions.” Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 34. This is part due to the nature of human 
development, not just the nature of faith a concept. 
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This leads to a second point. Practices do not exist except in their outward 
expressions. One can talk about a practice like hospitality or “saying yes and 
saying no,” but unless one outwardly performs these practices, they remain only 
ideas. It is in the outward expression (morphé) that the dynamism and 
distinctiveness of practices are most apparent. In that these practices—expressed 
outwardly in context specific forms—are not static, the way of life they constitute 
and the life of faith that emerges therefrom will not be fixed. Given the reality that 
in all practices one participates in the activity of God, the way of life practices 
constitute is dynamic just as God is in no way bound to any determinations.572   
Although God is dynamic, there is a degree of consistency in which human 
beings experience this dynamism of God. Even though Bass and Dykstra are not 
                                               
572 What will become clear in the second part of this chapter, is the notion that if 
one cannot offer a determinate signification for the three aspects of telos, then it is likewise 
impossible to offer a fixed definition of the purpose (skopós). As the purpose of Christian 
practices—as can be seen in the previous chapters—is the actualization of the telos in the 
present, then an indeterminate aim would not allow for a static purpose—despite the 
themes that emerged in Chapter 1 (meeting of fundamental human needs, practical 
wisdom, virtue, and knowledge of God). In sections two and three of part one, it will 
become clear how the nuance provided by Maximus—and the Eastern Christian ascetical 
tradition—allow for more clarity in the bridging of the aim (telos) and purpose (skopós) of 
Christian life and practice. This will also help shape the model by which contemporary 
Orthodox Christian communities can think about adaptation and innovation, while 
preserving traditional ways of actualizing their faith.  
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always clear on just what this experience of God is, they never waver on the reality 
of God’s active presence in the world—particularly in the midst of Christian 
practices. However, where there is some ambiguity in just what the telos actually 
looks like in Bass and Dykstra, in Maximus there is a degree of clarity regarding 
the ultimate aim of Christian life and practice that is essential to his understanding 
of reality. The next section will offer a recapitulation of Maximus thought on the 
telos of Christian life in practice, framed through the lens of Bass and Dykstra’s 
thought on the subject, while highlighting what is his own unique contribution to 
the conversation—particularly his more definitive linking of telos with theosis.    
Eastern Christianity, Maximus, Telos, and Theosis 
 Chapter 2 provided a broad account of the role of Christian practices in 
Eastern Christian theology and spirituality. As noted in Chapter 2, the 
presentation was by no means exhaustive, but it was representative of significant 
strands that exist within contemporary Orthodox Christian expressions of Eastern 
Christianity—particularly those informed by the ascetical traditions of the 
Christian East. The reading of Maximus that took place in the second section, also 
provided some rich, theologically deep, and contextualized insights into a lived 
expression of Eastern Christianity. Additionally, the concluding sections of the 
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previous chapter provided a synthesis of Maximus the Confessor’s thought, 
framed through a discussion of the role of love—as a mode of being—each of the 
stages of spiritual life. The chapter also made effort to show how for Maximus love 
can be seen as the framework in which one can best understand the aim and 
purpose of all practices, in whatever form they are expressed.  
 Central to the discussion of both Eastern Christian theology and spirituality 
more generally, and Maximus’ though in particular, what the concept of theosis. 
Chapter 2 suggests that for Maximus—and the Eastern Christian tradition at 
large—theosis is the common telos of Christian life and practice. To be Christian is 
to be oriented towards the ultimate aim of communion with God in Christ through 
the Spirit.573 For Maximus this happens both in the communal life of the Church—
particularly in the celebration of the Eucharist—and personally through a life of 
asceticism. 
 While Maximus is speaking from a particular socio-historical context—he 
is a monk in Constantinople and North Africa during the Byzantine period—his 
understanding is that the both the Eucharist and asceticism are essential to the life 
                                               
573 Cf. Stăniloae, Orthodox Spirituality, 21.  
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of a Christian is relatively common amongst Eastern Christian thought—though 
with some variations. Most modern commentators would agree that there is an 
intended universality to his writings—even if some are address to monastics or 
monastic communities. As such, one cannot escape from seeing all aspects of 
Christian life and practice through the lens of theosis when engaging it from 
Maximus’ perspective.  
 There is no real way of knowing exactly how Maximus would respond to 
the claims of Bass and Dykstra about the telos of Christian life and practice. It is 
possible to infer his perspective on the matter through an appeal to his extant 
written corpus, but this might require more speculation than would be of value to 
the larger aims of this paper. Thus instead, the sections that follow will offer a 
reading of Maximus through the lens of telos shaped by the writings of Bass and 
Dykstra, but that also allow Maximus’ thought on the subject to flow freely from 
his own writing. The sections on Bass and Dykstra revolved around the themes of 
abundant life, a life of faith, and participation in the activities of God. The 
discussion of Maximus will proceed under two headings: a tropos (mode) of being 
and theosis. As with the themes in Bass and Dykstra’s thought, the themes will 
prove to be interconnected, even overlapping. In the end the themes will help offer 
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shape to a lens for viewing practice in the contemporary Orthodox Christian 
context. 
Maximus and the Tension between a Mode of Being and a Way of Life 
 Maximus’ teleology has its own ultimate orientation. While the expressions 
have some similarities, a way of life abundant and a tropos (mode) of being as they 
are presented in Bass and Dykstra on the one hand and Maximus on the other, 
reflect two distinct foci. As one reads Bass and Dykstra, it is clear that although 
there is some metaphysical significance to their writings on a way of life abundant, 
they tend to focus on the more socio-historical aspect of Christian life and practice. 
This is not a critique, but it stands in distinction from the significant ontological 
orientation of Maximus’ engagement with Christian life and practice.  
Although the conception of a way of life as it is understood by Bass and 
Dykstra is alien to Maximus, there is still a strong analogue in this thought.574 His 
writings indicate that there are some essential practices that constitute Christian 
life that are non-negotiable (the Liturgy and the practice of the virtues). While this 
                                               
574 Even though he tends to correlate Christian practices with ascetical practices 
and the practice of the virtues, in most of his writing. This will be of great significance to 
the conversations in part 2 and 3 of this chapter.  
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would constitute a way of life in Bass and Dykstra’s estimation, Maximus writings 
suggests he is more interested in the way in which they allow Christians to 
conform the logos of their being to the One Logos thereby entering into a mode of 
well-being575—a concept with real ontological weight.  
The ontological weight of Maximus’ understanding of telos is significant 
because it theologically explicates the transformation that happens in communities 
and persons through the performance of certain activities. The reason, according 
to Maximus, that practices are transformative is because in doing them one begins 
to actualize the logos of one’s being—one is actualizing a more authentic mode of 
being. As noted in the previous chapter and as will be addressed in greater length 
below, one sign of well-being—actualizing the logos—is that one exists in a more-
loving manner—they live more virtuously in the community and in the world at 
large. 
Likewise, the community at large also begins to express this mode of being. 
The practices that open one up to the transformative energy of God—particularly 
in the context of the Eucharistic assembly—help shape the community’s own 
                                               
575 For more on this refer back to the section in the previous chapter on skopós and 
telos in Maximus’ thought. 
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mode. These practices also constitute the way of life of the community. They are 
definitive of Christian life. Maximus sees the practice of the virtues and natural 
contemplation as essential Christian life. In the same manner, he would also argue 
that the Eucharist is an essential Christian activity. Most modern interpreters of 
Maximus would argue that he understands it as the Christian practice par 
excellence. In effect these practices are what make a Christian “Christian.” 
The difficulty with Maximus thinking on practice is that it is, in a way, 
idealistic. Yes, it is grounded in actual practices—both the liturgical and 
ascetical—in actual persons and communities. Nevertheless, he expects that 
practices simply do what he suggests they to do. At times the contemporary reader 
of Maximus—as with any important ecclesiastical writer—needs to be reminded 
that real life does not always work out so neatly as it does in theological treatises 
and the lives of the saints. Bass and Dykstra’s grounded understanding of telos 
forces readers of Maximus to remember that communities and persons are unique 
and life is messy. Sometimes the best communities can strive for is a way of life, a 
collection of “patterns of communal activities”—if any ontological shift occurs or 
if one actualizes a more authentic mode of being, it is likely better to leave that up 
to God. The balance of future hope and present reality are needed when dealing 
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with concrete communities and actual persons. Maximus provides a way of 
thinking, which suggests that communities can strive for something more than just 
a way of life. This of course is not foreign to Bass and Dykstra, Maximus just 
proposes a more definitive idea of what “something more” might look like.  
Maximus on Theosis 
 Reading Maximus through the lens of Bass and Dykstra reveals that he also 
connects what one does in the present and the ultimate aim (telos) of Christian life. 
Bass and Dykstra understand that a way of life abundant is about more than just 
the practices that constitute it. In the same vein, a life of faith and growth in a life 
of faith are more than just blind performance of the practices that constitute the 
way of life. What ultimately gives shape to these two aspects of Christian life and 
practice, is the conviction that God is actively present in the world and that when 
one is performing a Christian practice one is somehow also participating in the 
activity of God. Something that is essential to the thought of Maximus—even if he 
does not use the same language to describe it.576  
                                               
576  While this is apparent in much of his ascetical writing, it is in Maximus’ 
Mystagogy that this is most noticeable. As noted in the previous chapter, Maximus sees 
the Eucharistic Synaxis as the example par excellence of Christian practice—it models 
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 Participation in the activities of God is not a concept foreign to the larger 
Christian tradition—however, it has remained a central feature of the theology, 
spirituality, and mysticism of the Christian East throughout the ages. 577  It is 
impossible for a contemporary Orthodox Christian reader of Maximus to interpret 
him apart from the broader Eastern Christian tradition. Though the specific topic 
of the activities of God takes place much later in the history of the Church, their 
ultimate significance is essential to any discussion of theosis in Maximus—or the 
broader Eastern Christian tradition. Central to the contemporary Orthodox 
understanding of theosis is the doctrine of the Divine Energies/Activities.  In 
Eastern Christian thought, God’s immanence is as significant as God’s 
transcendence.  God, although absolute other, permeates and sustains creation 
though God’s own uncreated energies, or activities.  In order to articulate the 
manner in which God the absolute other engages with creation, it was necessary 
to formulate the theological distinction between the essence of God—God’s ousia 
                                               
exactly what practices ought to do, make space for communion with God, neighbor, and 
the whole of creation. For more on this refer to the section on “corporate activity.”  
577 While it goes beyond the scope of this project to delve too deeply into this 
assertion, one would be hard-pressed to find an author in the traditions of the Christian 
East that did not in some manner reflect on the centrality of participation in divine life.  
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or nature—and God’s energies/activities—energiai. In regards to this topic it is 
important to note that the activities of God are God’s personal activities.  That is 
to say, such a theological articulation—one to which contemporary Orthodox 
Christians ascribe—explains the manner in which human beings encounter God 
as personal.  Human beings encounter God hypostatically through God’s activities 
and through them they are deified—that is, they participate in the divine mode of 
being.578 During the so-called  hesychastic controversy579 of the 14th century there 
were many who argued that they had real experiences of God’s personal activities. 
                                               
578 In his reflection on the thought of Christos Yannaras, Fr. Micah Hirschy writes, 
“The experience of the Church is the knowledge of God as an event of personal 
relationship, and the question raised is one of witness to and defense of that event, the 
question of how we come to know God, who is neither intelligible nor sensible, nor at all 
a being among the other beings.” Micah Hirschy, "Dr. Christos Yannaras: Person, Essence, 
and Energies," Synaxis Study Group, April 01, 2012, accessed August 29, 2018, 
http://synaxisstudy.blogspot.com/2012/04/dr-christos-yannaras-person-essence-
and.html. 
579 The hesychastic controversy was a theological dispute that arose during the 14th 
century within Byzantine Christianity. The theological debate, precipitated as the result 
concern about certain practices and experiences, and there interpretation thereof by a 
group of monastics—particularly on Mount Athos, a mountainous peninsula in Northern 
Greece. These monks claimed that in the midst of their quiet (hesychastic) prayer, they 
had experiences of the Divine Energies of God, which they believed were uncreated, and 
therefore a self-revelation of God. Barlaam, a philosophically trained Calabrian monk, 
challenged this interpretation. In the East, Gregory Palamas, argued in defense of the 
experiences of these monks. For more on the theology that underpins this controversy see, 
Vladimir Lossky and Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern 
Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002). 
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In ascetic thought, it is understood that human beings can encounter the uncreated 
God personally through God’s activities. This is possible through the cultivation—
through ascetic practices—of the noetic faculty. The mystics understood this noetic 
encounter as an experience of divine immanence.  
 This is, of course, a much later articulation of the experience of theosis, than 
found in Maximus’ writing.  However, it is understood by most Orthodox 
Christian today as corresponding to underlying experiences to which Maximus is 
referring in his own writings. If one can make this admitted leap from Maximus’ 
understanding of theosis as actualizing a mode of well-being with the later 
understanding of theosis as participation in the Divine Activities of God—which as 
has already been stated most Orthodox Christians do—then one will also be 
inclined to ask Bass and Dykstra, just what is the full depth of participation in the 
activities of God to which they are referring? 
Again, much of their discussions of the telos of Christian life and practice is 
ambiguous. Most elusive perhaps is their understanding of participation in God’s 
activities. However, if one were to follow the reading logic of the Eastern Christian 
tradition, perhaps what is experienced by Christian communities and person, and 
articulated by Bass and Dykstra as participation in the activities of God—that is 
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the practices of God in the world—could be more rightly understood as 
participation in the Activities (energiai) of God—God’s own personal and deifying 
energies in the midst of human activities. This would not be a great leap for Bass 
and Dykstra, who see Christian practices as extensions of God’s own work in the 
world. It would also contribute to a more definitive articulation of what the 
“something more” about Christian practices that moves beyond the socio-
historical activities of particular communities that adhere to a particular set of 
theological suppositions. It perhaps could provide them with theological impetus 
to delve deeper into ontological questions about abundant life and a life of faith.  
Way of Life and Mode of Being  
 Reading the writings of Maximus on telos through the lens of Bass and 
Dykstra’s Christian practice approach to practical theology, allows one to see the 
capacity for his thought—and by extension Eastern Christian theology and 
spirituality more broadly—to make space for the reconsideration of the connection 
between practices and their ultimate aim. It can remind the contemporary reader 
of Maximus—and other significant historical Christian authors—that Christian 
practices are performed in and simultaneously partially constitute concrete 
communities as well as the Church more broadly. At the same time, Maximus’ 
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more clearly defined correlation of telos with the concept of theosis, or divine-
human communion 580 , adds texture to the thought of Bass and Dykstra, 
encouraging them to explore the more mystical and spiritual aspects of telos 
particularly in their discussion of the participation in the practice of God.  
In the process of reading these authors together several key themes emerge. 
These themes begin to shape a refined lens with which to view the telos of Christian 
life and practice.  Contemporary Orthodox Christian communities can utilize this 
lens as they begin to contemplate the ways that they might adapt their forms in 
which they perform their inherited traditions to meet their present context and 
needs, without departing from the traditions to which they often hold so tight. It 
can also provide them with the space to be innovative by recognizing other 
activities—which are already taking place within the community—as Christian 
practices. These unifying themes around telos include: relationality/community 
and participation—which are intimately connected to each other. The paragraphs 
that follow will highlight the ways that two of these themes emerge in the writings 
                                               
580 Hamalis and Papanikolaou, "Toward a Godly Mode,"  274. 
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of Bass, Dykstra, and Maximus. 581  The section will include a discussion of 
significance that these themes have for contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities as they think about adaptation and innovation.  
Relationality/Community and Participation in Dykstra and Bass’ Thought 
Central to both the Christian practices approach of Dykstra and Bass and 
the theology, spirituality, and mysticism of Maximus the Confessor, is 
relationality/community. Christian life and practice from both of these 
perspectives, are not possible divorced from the communities of practice that 
express them. Dykstra and Bass repeatedly indicate the Christian practices are 
“patterns of communal action” and things that Christians “do together over 
time.”582 These activities constitute a way of life abundant in which each Christian 
participates, but never apart from other Christians. They maintain, “past, present, 
and future, and ties between the local and the entire household of earth. A 
community of people in relationship, loved by God and learning to love God and 
                                               
581 Whereas participation was discussed at length above, the conversation around 
this topic will be somewhat limited in this section. 
582 Dykstra and Bass, “A Way of Thinking,” 204. 
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neighbor more fully while growing together in a life-giving way of life.”583 While 
Bass and Dykstra’s writings on the telos of Christian life and practice are broad, 
one can point to a central idea that runs through their thought that gives shape to 
their whole framework—namely, relationality or community. Yes, they are 
interested in individual practices, and even the performance of them by 
individuals. Nevertheless, their approach always returns to the way in which 
practices are communal in nature. A close reading of their works offers some 
insight into just how central the relational/communal nature of Christian practices 
is to their approach. 
 Each of the aspects of telos in Bass and Dykstra’s writings are in some way 
examples of centrality of relationality/community in their thought. Rather than 
thinking about Christian practices as distinct ideas, Bass and Dykstra maintain 
that it is necessary to view them in their interconnectedness—which ultimately 
suggests a unifying principle, namely the relational, or communal, character of 
each aspect of telos. 
                                               
583 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195-196. 
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Although it is true of all aspects of their understanding of telos, Dykstra 
and Bass understand that a way of life abundant is comprised of particular 
constitutive practices that are performed corporately. At first glance this might not 
seem like there is anything markedly different between chapter 1 and the present 
chapter. Nevertheless, it is worth noting a specific nuance that can be drawn from 
this idea. A way of life is constituted by practices, and practices are inherently 
communal.584 Therefore, a way of life abundant—if one were to follow Bass and 
Dykstra reasoning to its proper end—must be understood as intrinsically 
communal as well. In other words, a way of life abundant—as an essential aspect 
of the telos of Christian life and practice—speaks to the relational character of 
Christian life more broadly. 585  One neither lives Christian life, nor performs 
Christian practices alone. It is always an act of relationality/communality.586 This 
                                               
584 See Chapter 1 for an explication of the communality of Christian practices in the 
thought of Bass and Dykstra. 
585 Here one can begin to see a resounding resonance between Bass and Dykstra 
and Eastern Orthodox Christianity—particularly in what was written about Maximus’ 
thought in chapter 2. Below, this this chapter will draw out the reverberation between the 
two perspectives on relationality and community.  
586 Maximus, and the Eastern tradition of which he is a representation, would 
highlight the ontological nature of relationality. Authors such as Zizioulas, Yannaras, 
Papanikolaou, and Loudovikos, emphasize the ontological significance of community. 
One does not just live and act in community. Personhood itself is relational/communal, as 
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is because it is the common Christian performance of certain activities—even if in 
practice one performs them by oneself—that make them Christian practices. 
Nevertheless, it is more than their communal performance by Christians that make 
the constitutive of a Christian way of life abundant. There is something more to 
these activities, which Bass and Dykstra call Christian practices.   
As shown above, one way of reading the discussion that Bass and Dykstra 
have around participation in the practice of God, is that it corresponds to the 
balance of the communal (way of life) and the personal (life of faith) aspects of 
Christian life and practice. Additionally, the very concept of participation in the 
activities of God suggests the centrality of relationality and community. 
Communities and persons participate in the activities of a God in whom they 
relate. Likewise, it is the participation in God’s activities that constitute their way 
of life collectively and allows them to grow in a life of faith personally in the midst 
                                               
one does not exist apart from one’s relations. See, John Zizioulas, Being as Communion: 
Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985); 
Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the Church (London: T & T 
Clark, 2009); Christos Yannaras, Relational Ontology (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox 
Press, 2011); Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine-
Human Communion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008); Nikolaos 
Loudovikos, A Eucharistic Ontology: Maximus the Confessor's Eschatological Ontology of 
Being as Dialogical Reciprocity (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2010). 
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of the collective. This balance is also present in the writings of Maximus, though 
expressed in his own language. 
Relationality/Community and Participation in Maximus’ Thought on Telos 
Maximus, who highlights certain practices that are not performed 
corporately in form—fasting, private prayer, etc.—would not argue against the 
communal/relational nature of these practices. They are communal in as much as 
they are constitutive of the Christian life, because through them one is able to more 
authentically actualize the logos of their being. The many logoi are the multiplicity 
of the on Logos, Jesus Christ. Likewise, such activities emerge in communities of 
practice—even when performed individually.  The relational/communal character 
of Maximus’ thought on the telos of Christian life and practice are most clearly seen 
in three central concepts in Maximus: theosis, the Eucharist, and love.  
The previous chapter noted that theosis is “the embodied actualization of 
divine-human communion in the particular human hypostasis.” It went on to say 
that, because God is by nature a communion of the three Divine Persons, theosis—
communion with God—is “personal, but also communal, and thereby relational, 
in character.” One cannot commune with God, a community of Persons, in a 
manner that is not relational. As theosis, for Maximus, is about not just how one 
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lives but, more importantly, what one is ultimately, then it is possible to say that 
relationality/communion (community) are not only central to Christian life and 
practice, but existence itself. In fact, many contemporary Orthodox theologians, 
inspired by Maximus’ thought, argue that communion—relationality—is the 
central fact of reality.587  
The relational character of Christian life and practice in Maximus’ thought 
is not only something relegated to the life of a particular Christian person. As 
noted in the previous chapter, “Theosis happens in community, in the Church, and 
is actualized, ‘en-hypostatized’, in the particular person through an ascetical life.” 
Thus, it is not enough to perform practices alone, but in the context of communal 
life. The previous chapter noted that this occurs most authentically within the 
context of the Eucharistic assembly. In fact, the assembly—that is the gathering of 
the community of Christians—is constituted as the Church by the performance of 
the Eucharistic act.588 The significance of the Eucharist in Maximus’ thought cannot 
be understated. The Eucharist is what brings the corporate and the personal 
                                               
587  See for example the writings of John Zizioulas, Nicholas Loudovikos, and 
Christos Yannaras.  
588 See Zizioulas, Being as Communion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
342 
aspects of Christian life and practices together.589 The synaxis is the central practice 
of communal and personal Christian life in Maximus’ estimation. Without it one 
is not able to actualize the telos of Christian life and practice. This is because the 
Eucharist as communion between God and creation, is by its very nature a 
manifestation of the telos. By participating in the performance of the Eucharistic 
activity, the community and its members are participating in God—partaking of 
God.  
One should also note a correlation between Maximus’ perspective on the 
synaxis and the status that communal worship has amongst other Christian 
practices in the writings of Bass and Dykstra. In both cases, corporate worship 
exemplifies what Christian practices can do when they are properly oriented 
towards a Christian aim. An authentic Christian practice will do what communal 
worship—or the Eucharist—does and be what it is.  
Love is an interesting concept in Maximus’ thought. As noted in Chapter 2, 
it functions as across different aspects of Christian life and practice. First, it is a 
practice—the chief practice. It is also a virtue. It is the actualization of the purpose 
                                               
589 See the section titled “Corporate Activity, Liturgy” in chapter 2 of this project.  
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of Christian life and practice. It is the embodiment of theosis, the telos, of Christian 
life and practice. Love is arguably synonymous with theosis—if one defines it as a 
communion in love between God and human beings, and by extension creation. If 
relationality is essential to Christian life and practice, then love is what allows this 
to happen. 
The Significance of Relationality/Community for Contemporary Orthodox 
Christian Conversations around Adaptation and Innovation in Practice 
 Reading Maximus’ writings on telos through the lens of Bass and Dykstra’s 
Christian practices approach, offers much to the contemporary Orthodox 
Christian. While Orthodoxy would not easily depart from its more theological, 
spiritual, and mystical reading of Maximus, it would do well to be reminded that 
everything that he is saying is grounded in concrete experiences within a 
particular community—even when referring to personal mystical encounters. 
Practices do not only orient towards some ethereal end, some future holiness. They 
also shape the communities in which people find themselves. If divine-human 
communion is the essential telos for Eastern Christianity, and by extension 
contemporary Orthodox Christianity, and theosis though experienced uniquely by 
each member of the Church, but is nevertheless achieved in and through the 
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Church, then understanding the role that practices take in forming the way of life 
of particular communities—and the larger Church community—is just as 
significant.  
By engaging with Maximus and the broader Eastern Christian tradition 
through the lens of a Christian practices approach challenges the contemporary 
Church to ask difficult questions. If theosis is not an individual experience, but a 
communal entering into communion with God, what does it say when the 
practices that are being performed are not bringing about community cohesion? 
What if strict adherence to traditional forms of ascetic practices are hindering real 
loving communion with God and neighbor? Is the only recourse to try harder to 
do things just because communities or persons believe them to be essential to their 
way of life?  
If for nothing else this conversation is a reminder that the telos of Christian 
life and practice ought to be about divine-human communion and simultaneously 
communal-communion—that is to say union with God and union within the 
community. While theosis from the perspective of Maximus and the Christian East 
is ultimately up to God—something with which most contemporary Orthodox 
Christians would agree—the Church and the local community can do a lot to foster 
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a more cohesive communal structure that facilitates the community’s openness to 
communion with God. Bass and Dykstra are interested in practices that help shape 
community, cultivate way of life abundant, and contribute to faith and growth in 
the life of faith. All of which are aims near to the hearts of contemporary Orthodox 
Christians.590  
Bass and Dykstra also remind the contemporary Orthodox Christian reader 
of Maximus that the telos is not something that happens at the end of history, but 
is manifest in the present.  Participation in the activities of God happens as one 
performs Christian practices in the present. God manifests Godself in the midst of 
Christian life and practice. This is not foreign to Orthodox Christian sensibilities, 
but it should give them some pause. Although this will become clearer in the 
sections below, it warrants noting that there is quite a breadth of practices 
according to Bass and Dykstra. If theosis is the telos of Christian life and practice, 
and if to perform Christian practices is to participate in the practice of God, and if 
                                               
590  Although this is a generalized claim, countless materials put out by the 
jurisdictional authorities, lively social media conversations, podcast, YouTube videos, and 
even general pastoral conversations, suggest that the desire to foster community here and 
now in the Orthodox Church is a live topic—that most, if not all would be willing to 
explore further.  
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Christian practices are diverse—reflecting activities both extraordinary and 
ordinary—then contemporary Orthodox Christian community would do well to 
consider how widening the scope of what they consider to be Christian practices 
just might reorient them with greater possibility towards their ultimate end.  
Eastern Christianity, and the contemporary Orthodox Christian 
expressions thereof, speak back to Bass and Dykstra, encouraging them to think 
more deeply about what participation in the activities of God means. It opens up 
their practical theological inquiries to the fruits of spiritual and mystical 
explorations into practice. It suggests that just as Christian practices are essential 
to a way of life abundant, so too is mystical experience, and spiritual life. This is 
not offering them something radically new, just some language with which to 
reconsider what they are already saying—enriching it perhaps. 
In both cases, the telos of Christian life and practice is elusive. Even if 
communities and persons are oriented towards a particular ultimate aim, they can 
do little to assure that their effort will bear the fruits for which they hope—whether 
a mode of being or a way of life. That is why the next aspect of this conversation, 
skopós, is so important. Without a more immediate purpose, communities and 
persons might never reach their intended telos.  
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Section Two: Skopós: Virtue, Knowledge, and Needs: Bass, Dykstra, and 
Maximus on the Purpose of Christian Life and Practice 
Dykstra and Bass on Practical Wisdom, Human Needs, Virtue, and Coming to 
Know God 
 As noted in Chapter 1, although Bass and Dykstra do not use the term skopós 
in their writing, the purposes for which certain activities are performed constitute 
a fundamental aspect of their shared conception of Christian practices. Viewing 
their work through the lens of skopós as the more immediate purpose of Christian 
practices—and the actualization of the telos in the present—has revealed four 
central purposes for these activities: practical wisdom, meeting fundamental 
human needs, virtue, and coming to know God. This section will offer a 
recapitulation of what was stated in Chapter 1 with the aim of showing what might 
be useful to contemporary Orthodox Christian communities as they begin to think 
more about adapting and innovating their communal activities.   
Fundamental human needs 
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Bass and Dykstra note that Christian practices are able to meet, or at least 
begin to address fundamental human needs.591 These fundamental needs, as Bass 
and Dykstra understand them, are not like the perceived needs emerging out of 
cultural forces external to communities of faith such as media, markets, and “the 
achievement-oriented lifestyle.”592  Much of Bass and Dykstra’s scholarly work 
involves parsing out what they believe human beings need on a fundamental level. 
Reflection on Christian practices allow people to discern the difference between 
“dubious needs” 593 and what is truly essential to human life—and by extension, 
abundant life and the life of faith. They help people to “reflect theologically” on 
who they are in relation to God and the world and what they “really need.”594 As 
noted previously, Dykstra and Bass note, “Practices address fundamental needs and 
conditions through concrete human acts…they provide concrete help for the 
                                               
591 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life,” 193. 
592 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 86. The way of life abundant that Dykstra and Bass 
champion stands in stark contrast to the message of much of contemporary culture.  For 
more on this see Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 35. 
 
593 Practicing Our Faith, “What are Christian Practices.” 
594 "What are Christian Practices?" What are Christian Practices? | Practicing Our 
Faith, accessed October 07, 2017, http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-are-christian-
practices. 
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flourishing of humanity and the rest of creation. Each is the human place where 
people cooperate with God in doing what needs to be done.”595  For Bass and 
Dykstra—and likewise for Maximus—participation in the activities of God is not 
a luxury, but, rather, it is an essential aspect of human life—something that can be 
accessed in the most mundane of activities.  This opens up the conversation to 
discuss aspects of life—particularly in the quotidian elements—that are often 
missing in the discussion of spiritual life in Maximus and Eastern Christian 
asceticism more broadly. It broadens and emphasizes the ethical implications of 
Christian practices. Particularly in its emphasis on meeting the fundamental needs 
of those outside the community.  
Practical wisdom 
Reflection on Christian practices in the manner in which is done by Bass 
and Dykstra reveals that particular ways of knowing arise out of the performance 
of certain activities. Their thought is predicated on the idea that practices bear 
within themselves a type of practical wisdom. Coming to the embodied knowing 
that arises through the performance of Christian practices is one of the purposes 
                                               
595 Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 6-7. 
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of such activities. Sharing such activities communicates the way of life that they 
embody, the practical wisdom that comes from it include the wisdom of knowing 
what the fundamental needs of human beings are and how to best meet them in 
the given situation, the present context. It allows the ongoing practitioners of these 
activities to embody this wisdom in the world towards human flourishing—not 
only in themselves, but in those around themselves. The wisdom of practices is 
manifested in two ways in Christian communities and their members: in the 
cultivation of the virtues and in coming to a better understanding 
(personal/experiential knowledge) of God. Although, as will become clear below, 
this type of reasoning is present in Maximus, it is important to note the ways in 
which Bass and Dykstra nuance this in a grounded and contextually relevant 
manner. 
Virtue 
 The topic of virtue or the virtues functions in an interesting manner. 
Portions of their writing on Christian practices refers back to the virtue ethics of 
MacIntyre—though more concerned with his understanding of practice. 596  To 
                                               
596 Without question Bass and Dykstra’s engagement with the topic of the virtues 
reflect their indebtedness—particularly in Dykstra—to the thought of MacIntyre. While 
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really understand the role of the virtues in the Christian practices approach of Bass 
and Dykstra one must refer back to what emerges out of the performance of 
Christian practices—namely, practical wisdom. Bass notes, “Those who 
participate in practices are formed in particular ways of thinking about and living 
in the world.” 597  Through participation in these activities, practitioners—
Christians—begin to more clearly see how to act in the world. They are better able 
to connect and actualize their faith in their daily life.  
 At the same time, according to Bass and Dykstra, performing Christian 
practices can contribute to moral development—"shaping behavior” 598 —and 
“open a path of spiritual formation” through the “development of virtues” and 
thus “experiencing growth” in the “spiritual lives” 599  of communities and 
individuals. Practices bear “standards of excellence.”600 They are good to do and 
                                               
Dykstra indicates that it was more of a recognition of resonance with what MacIntyre was 
saying than formal influence on Dykstra’s own thought, the connection is worth noting. 
597 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 29. 
598 Bass, “Ways of Life Abundant,” 29. 
599 Dorothy C. Bass, "Preface to the 1997 Edition," in Practicing Our Faith: A Way of 
Life for a Searching People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass, 2nd ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 
2010), xxvii. 
600 Cf. MacIntyre, After Virtue. 
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there is a good way to do them—a virtue to them. However, though connected 
with moral character in some degree, virtue for Bass and Dykstra is a deeply 
spiritual matter. As noted in the previous chapter, virtues permit “the light of God 
to shine” on the things that Christians do together over time “in response to God’s 
activities.” 601 Virtues, as the “standards of excellence” born by practices, which 
themselves instances of, or perhaps opportunities for, participation in God’s own 
activities in the world, means that there is something inherently divine about 
them. 
 This means that as communities perform these Christian practices, they 
have the potential to participate in the activities of God and reflect the virtue of 
God—that is to say, a divine standard of excellence. Here one can begin to see 
some resonance with Maximus and traditions of Eastern Christian asceticism. 
Virtue, in both perspectives, is a manifestation, or rather a self-revelation, of God. 
Through a virtuous mode of being, communities and their members contribute to 
the extending of God’s self-revelation to the world.  
                                               
601 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 7. 
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If God is present in the performance of the activity—or rather if the activity 
is ultimately God’s own activity—then the virtue that is manifested in the 
performance of the practices by the community and its members is a participatory 
revelatory—one that is personal and communal. Virtue reveals something about 
God, through participation in the “goodness” of God’s own activities. It leads 
communities, and their members, to knowledge of God, the final aspect of the 
skopós of Christian practices according to Bass and Dykstra. 
Knowledge of God  
What does it mean to know God? One might ask if it is even possible? 
However, Bass and Dykstra are clear in their assertion that human being have the 
capacity, and even the calling, to know God. For them, to know God is something 
quite specific, and infinitely deep. It is to know God as love. Furthermore, to know 
God is to know ourselves—ourselves as God creation, deeply loved. Dykstra 
writes, 
To know God truly is to know God as the magnificent, inexhaustible Love 
that lies at the heart of everything and as the one who knows us in love by 
name before we know anything at all. Hence, also, to know ourselves at all 
rightly is to know ourselves as Love’s creatures and heirs. Love’s 
knowledge, then, is, in its most fundamental sense, God’s knowledge—the 
knowing that belongs to the One who is love. But insofar as our knowledge 
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conforms at all to God’s own love and wisdom, love’s knowledge is also our 
knowledge—of God and of God’s creation including ourselves.602  
 
This kind of knowledge shapes not only how one understands the world, but how 
one engages with it. It orients one towards a way of life that is not only informed 
by insights about God’s love, but participation in it. It is not something “grasped 
intellectually.” It is something that is lived. Dykstra notes, 
Knowledge might be something other than intellectual grasping. It might 
be a complex form of life…Knowledge cannot be gained through 
intellectual grasping—through the greedy, controlling, manipulative 
employment of intellectual force, no matter how highly skillful and 
impressive. Knowledge—or at least, some forms of knowledge—comes 
rather through intellectual vulnerability and receptiveness.603 
 
To understand knowledge in this way, is to internalize the reality of the centrality 
of relationship. This is why Dykstra is able to say that there are forms of 
knowledge, like knowledge of God, that require vulnerability and receptivity. 
Knowledge of God comes through a relationship with the God who is love.  
 One’s receptivity to the knowledge of the God who is love is intimately 
connected to our capacity to relate to others, to exist in community. This is a call-
back to what has been said about telos, which itself has a communal/relational 
                                               
602 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 141. 
603 Referencing Nussbaum, Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 142. 
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orientation. Knowledge of the God who is love arises within the intimacy of 
participation in God’s own activities. The individual participates in these activities 
through Christian practices which are inherently communal. As one comes to 
know the God who is love in the midst of this communal participation one also 
begins to grow in faith. Thus, as Dykstra writes, “we need to be helped to make 
this recognition again. This happens when we come into contact with a people and 
a ‘culture’ that has this recognition intrinsic to its way of life. The process by which 
we come to faith and grow in faith and the life of faith involves community.”604 In 
a real way, “Faith and the life of faith are communal before they are individual.”605 
This is because, “The deep, almost physical knowledge of the love of God in Jesus 
Christ that constitutes faith is first of all and above all the whole community’s 
knowledge. The presence of Jesus Christ is a presence in, to, and through the 
community of Jesus Christ.” 606 
 Despite the emphasis on communal knowledge, Dykstra—and Bass by 
extension—does not neglect the more personal, aspects of knowledge of the God 
                                               
604 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 39.  
605 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 39.  
606 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 40.  
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who is love.607 Dykstra argues that “Faith and the life of faith are communal,” but 
not at the “exclusion” of the “individual.” The communal nature of faith is 
essential to its personal aspects as well. Dykstra affirms this when he writes,  
The fact that faith and the life of faith are communal makes them possible 
to each of us. Faith is, indeed, profoundly personal, and the life of faith is 
given to each of us to live out in our own particular items and 
circumstances. God comes to each of us, and God calls each of us in a 
personal way. That point is that faith and the life of faith come for each of 
us individually in the body, as parts of the body. And faith comes in the 
body as a whole as each of us individually lives in faith and in the life of 
faith.608 
 
Thus, in a real way as one comes to know God better—that is to say as one 
purposefully strives to know the God who is love in the context of a community—
one is able to more authentically actualize the different aspects of the telos in their 
own lives and as a member of the larger community. One shares personally in a 
communal way of life, in the life of faith of that community, and participates in the 
activities of God as they are expressed in that community. At the same time, as one 
                                               
 607 While, the above discussion about the life of faith argued that faith and the life 
of faith reflect the more personal aspects of Christian life and practice, Dykstra and Bass, 
maintain the vital balance between the communal and personal aspects thereof.  
608 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 40.  
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grows in the knowledge of God, one also is more able to understand the ways in 
which one can respond to the need of those around oneself, in wisdom and virtue.  
 One way of framing all of this is to hold that when communities and their 
members attend to the more immediate purposes of Christian life and practice, it 
both opens them up to and reveals that they are actualizing the telos authentically. 
The desire to meet fundamental human needs is a sign of virtues taking root in the 
person or community and that they are having authentic encounters with the God 
who is love. Likewise, virtue and knowledge of God together are vital to the 
cultivation of the practical wisdom needed to know how to best meet these needs. 
In a real sense the presence of virtue and knowledge of God is a sign that 
communities and their members are authentically living a way of life abundant, a 
life of faith, participating in the activities of God. That is to say, they are actualizing 
the telos.  
 By far the clearest indication that a community and its members are 
actualizing the telos of Christian life and practice, is when it is apparent that “love’s 
knowledge”609 is present. Borrowing this phrase from Martha Nussbaum, Dykstra 
                                               
609 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 143. 
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reveals that when love is truly present, it is a good indication that there is some 
deep truth to the way of life of a community. That is to say, “There are ways of life 
that are suffused with love’s knowledge.” 610 The opposite is true of ways of life 
are do not indicate “love’s knowledge.” Such ways of life are “false.”611 Here the 
resonance with Maximus’ thought is most palpable. The next section will draw 
this out further.  
Maximus the Confessor On Virtue and Contemplation  
Of all of the lenses used in this project, skopós has had, objectively, the most 
overlap between the Christian practices approach of Dykstra and Bass and the 
writings of Maximus—and the Eastern Christian tradition by extension. That is 
not to say that they are articulating the same points—or even saying the same 
thing. Instead, it is better to see the two perspectives have the most complementary 
talking points as they think deeply about Christian life and practice through the 
lens of skopós (purpose). Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, the 
conversation around skopós that emerges as one reads the Eastern Christian 
                                               
610 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 143. 
611 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 143. 
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tradition, particularly Maximus, from the perspective of Bass and Dykstra, bears 
the same balance, or perhaps tension, that did the discussion of telos.  
Chapter 2 revealed that in the writings of Maximus the Confessor and 
Eastern Christianity more generally, the immediate purpose (skopós) of Christian 
life and practice was twofold—acquisition of the virtues and coming to know God 
through contemplation. These purposes are connected to the first two stages of 
spiritual life—praxis and theoria—according to certain ascetical traditions within 
the Christian East. The former, praxis, is called practical philosophy by Maximus. 
In most of his writing it represents activities performed bodily—like fasting, vigil, 
love of the poor, hospitality.  These practices can open one up to the virtues—
which in some of the authors cited in the previous chapter, is the embodiment of 
Divine-human communion, or theosis. The latter, theoria, generally corresponds to 
the activities of the soul—particularly contemplation. In the writings of Maximus 
especially, this is connected to one’s capacity to perceive the inner logoi 
(reasons/rational principles) of things—the One Logos in multiplicity612—which, 
essentially amounts to coming to the knowledge (gnosis) of God through 
                                               
612 See chapter 2. 
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recognizing the ways in which God in known in the world through these logoi. In 
other words, it relates to the capacity to see and thereby related to God and the 
world as it truly is.  
As in Bass and Dykstra, for Maximus, the skopós deals, in part, with ways 
of knowing. The first practical—in that it arises out of repetition of certain key 
activities. The second is experiential—it arises out of some type of self-revelation 
of God. About this Maximus writes,  
Just as we speak of the two types of sense, the first a habitual one which is 
ours even when we are asleep and which does not perceive any object (it 
has no utility since it does not tend to an act), the second, in act, by which 
we perceive sensible things, so are there two types of knowledge. The first 
is intelligent, which picks up the principles of beings by its habit alone; it 
has no usefulness since it does not tend toward the observance of the 
commandments. The second is practical, in act, and admits this true 
understanding of beings through experience.613  
 
These two ways of knowing represent the fruits of the first two stages of spiritual 
life according to Maximus’ schema. As one engages in the (ascetical) practices of 
Christian life, one comes to two distinct types of knowledge—praxis/virtue and 
theoria. Though not perfectly identical, there is certainly resonance with what Bass 
                                               
613 Maximus, Selected Writings, 132. 
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and Dykstra have to say about practical wisdom (as the fruit of virtue) and the 
knowledge of the God who is love.  
Maximus’ engagement with virtue and knowledge—that is the more 
immediate purposes of praxis and theoria respectively—provides a deeply 
theological engagement with what amounts to the skopós of Christian life and 
practice. Like his engagement with telos Maximus’ understanding of skopós is 
grounded in his perception of reality—his writings have an ontological 
orientation. He is interested in what Christians do, but more importantly what 
they are—or perhaps more correctly what Christians, and really the universe itself, 
are becoming.  
The Eastern Christian ascetical tradition, once more, is has a rich 
engagement with the mystical/spiritual aspects of the purpose of Christian life and 
practice. Although it does leave space—particularly in its emphasis on virtue, and 
especially love—for a more grounded approach. In fact, some of the contemporary 
Orthodox commentators on the Eastern Christian tradition—like Hamalis and 
Papanikolaou—emphasize the need for an embodied, grounded, and contextual 
relevant understanding of the purpose of practice. That being said, there are still 
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contemporary readers614 who would prioritize the spiritual/mystical reading of 
someone like Maximus and thereby frame practice in the same manner—
forgetting the significant, embodied aspect of Christian practices. In the former, is 
where one finds the greatest compliment to Bass and Dykstra’s thought.  
Knowledge, Virtue, and Most of all Love: The Significance of Skopós for 
Contemporary Orthodox Christian Conversations around Adaptation and 
Innovation in Practice 
Both Maximus, and the Eastern Christian tradition more broadly, and Bass 
and Dykstra, are interested in the virtue and knowledge. Virtue being the sign in 
the present that one is living well—or in Maximus’ language, actualizing a mode 
of well-being. Both sides of the conversation understand the virtue arises 
naturally—or perhaps supernaturally—out of the performance of Christian 
practice. However, both sides nuance this perspective, acknowledging that 
                                               
614 Such a reading would emphasize those aspects of Maximus’ writing that deal 
with interiority, but forget that one must actualize this interiority in the midst of one’s 
embodied, lived experience.  
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although it is the purpose, it is God’s virtue that is ultimately made manifest in the 
lives of those who respond to God’s call to love.615 
 What emerges from this conversation is an essential idea—namely, that the 
skopós of Christian life and practice, is ultimately the sign that communities and 
persons are on the way to actualizing its telos. Whether one is emphasizing the 
aspects of telos that are more mundane—particularly the cultivation of a 
communal way of life abundant or helping individuals grow in faith and the life 
of faith—or the more mystical spiritual aspects of it—like participation in the 
activities of God, or theosis—the only way of knowing that any progress is 
underway is by the experience that comes in their embodied expression—
knowledge, virtue, and most importantly love. 
 This conversation reminds contemporary Orthodox Christian communities 
that what they are doing is important. More importantly, though it reminds them 
to always be cognizant of why, they are doing it, while keeping watch lest they act 
without purpose. The signs that the telos is being manifested in the lives of 
communities and individuals, help keep them honest about what they are doing. 
                                               
615 See Chapters 1 and 2—especially the latter—for a deeper reading of how virtue, 
particularly love, is the embodiment of God’s own activities.  
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Are they just going through the motions? If not, do they find that they are not 
oriented towards their ultimate end? Are they coming to practical wisdom about 
how to meet fundamental human needs? Are they seeing virtue manifesting in the 
community and the persons therein? If not, are they doing the practices correctly, 
or perhaps are they even doing the right practices? Are they coming to know God 
and God’s relationship to the world more authentically? If not, they might need to 
consider how they are performing the Christian practices to which they are 
holding so tightly. This will be important in the next section concerning how Bass 
and Dykstra and Maximus address the role of morphé (form) in the conversation 
about Christian practices. 
 Dykstra and Bass, as has already been stated, are able to incorporate a wide 
range of activities into their list of Christian practices. Most Orthodox Christians 
would recognize many of them as activities essential to their way of life. There are 
some, however, that might be surprising for contemporary Orthodox Christian 
sensibilities—especially when put together with more recognizable practices like 
worship, reading scripture, and hospitality. This opens up the possibility that 
additional activities not discussed by either Bass and Dykstra or Maximus and the 
Eastern Christian tradition. Essentially, if the manifestation of virtue and 
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knowledge of God—particularly in love—are signs that their practices are 
oriented properly towards their ultimate aim, it might be possible to use the lens 
of skopós in reverse. In other words, it might be possible for contemporary 
Orthodox Christian communities to look at practices that are happening already 
through the lens of skopós in an effort to look for those activities that are allowing 
for the embodiment of divine-human communion (theosis). In doing so, they might 
consider recognizing these activities as functioning as Christian practices—even 
understanding them as Christian practices. 
Section Three: Morphé and Practices 
 While the discussion of morphé and practices would fill a section each, here 
they are brought together. The wisdom in this is that they are where the 
underlying aim of this project will occur concretely. If this project aims at 
providing a model by which contemporary Orthodox Christian communities can 
adapt the form of their traditional practices and incorporate spontaneously arising 
activities (practices) into the existing structure of their way of life in a manner 
consistent with the received Tradition, it is only possible by looking through the 
lenses of morphé and practices.  
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Two features of the writings of Bass and Dykstra will shape this portion of 
the chapter. First, the Christian practices approach that they espouse allows for a 
distinction between a practice and the form it takes. This means that for them a 
community can perform a particular activity in a contextually relevant way 
without diminishing its position amongst the other Christian practices. Second, 
the definition of practice offered by Bass and Dykstra is broad enough to contain 
a wide variety of activities. This allows more mundane things to be included in the 
discussion.  
While none of this is explicitly stated in Maximus—or Eastern Christian 
theology, spirituality, and mysticism more broadly—if one engages this tradition 
in conversation with Bass and Dykstra’s understanding of form and practices, one 
can begin to see where there is space for a broader understanding of Christian 
practices. It becomes apparent that the received practices and forms of any 
historical period were new at some point in the life of the Church. Bass and 
Dykstra challenge contemporary Orthodox Christians to remember that and 
respond in the present situation with that knowledge. At the same time, 
Maximus—and streams within Eastern Christianity such as the ascetical 
tradition—reminds Bass and Dykstra that sometimes, certain forms just work—
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across time and in various context. Contemporary Orthodox Christians need to 
remember that “working” is not a guarantee. This section will draw out these 
insights with the aim of revealing how contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities can learn from the conversation between Bass and Dykstra’s 
understanding of form and practice, and Maximus’ insights on the effectiveness of 
certain forms in Christian life and practice more broadly.  
Bass and Dykstra On Form and Practice  
 Much has been said about the concept of Christian practices as found in the 
writings of Bass and Dykstra already. Christian practices together contribute to 
the constitution of a way of life abundant common to a community of practice.616 
When one performs these communal practices, they can open themselves up to the 
possibility of growth in their personal faith and life of faith. Simultaneously, as 
communities and individuals engage in these practices they are participating in 
the activities of God. 617 The fruits of this way of life, “together form the basis for a 
                                               
616 Emphasizing the social aspect of Christian practices Dykstra and Bass write, “Is 
social: each practice must be learned from others and belongs to the community as a 
whole, even though individuals sometimes engage in the practice by themselves.” 
Dykstra and Bass, “A Way of Thinking,” 205.  
617 Dykstra and Bass affirm that a Christian practice “involves us in God’s activities 
in the world and reflects, in the way we participate in the practice, God’s grace and love.” 
This mean that each practice “together with other practices, is part of a way of life that 
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faithful way of life,”618 and participation in the activities of God are manifest in the 
lives of communities and their members in their capacity to meet fundamental 
needs619 , which are recognized through practical wisdom—which is itself the 
product of cultivation of certain virtues and coming to a knowledge of the God 
who is love.620 Behind all of this are two fundamental aspects of practice, which 
can offer something deeply transformative in the lives of Christian communities—
and which, this author argues can offer much in the conversation around 
adaptation and innovation in contemporary Orthodox Christianity more 
specifically. These aspects are 1) activities need not be something extraordinary to 
function as Christian practices in a community 2) the form that established 
practices take can be dynamic and will likely do more to orient communities and 
individuals towards the intended immediate purposes and ultimate aim of 
                                               
participates in the active Life of God for creation, for our neighbors, and for ourselves.” 
Dykstra and Bass, “A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
618 Bass. Receiving the Day, 54.  
619 Cf. Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 204. 
620  As Dykstra and Bass maintain, a Christian practice “Is thought-full: each 
practice relies on distinctive wisdom, knowledge, virtues, and skills, and doing the 
practice well over time nurtures the wisdom, knowledge, virtues, and skills on which the 
practice relies.” Dykstra and Bass, “A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
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Christian life and practice if they are not fixed in some static form. What follows 
is a recapitulation of how Bass and Dykstra express these ideas in their writing.  
Practices 
As has been noted already, the definition that Bass and Dykstra utilize in 
their discussion of Christian practices as broad enough to encapsulate a wide 
variety of activities. These include communal actions that are extraordinary or 
mundane, unique to Christians or performed by people in multiple walks of life. 
The significance of this aspect of Bass and Dykstra’s definition is that it encourages 
communities and their members to see the totality of their experience as bearing 
significance in their Christian identity. If Christian practices can include such a 
breadth of activities, then reflection on them can touch on the whole of life. One 
performs Christian practices as authentically when one honors the body, talks, 
engages household economics, offers hospitality as when one prays, reads the 
scripture, engages in worship—or fasts, prays using a prayer rope 621 , and 
participates in the Divine Liturgy. 
                                               
621 A prayer rope is a tool used in the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition, to assist in the 
praying the Jesus prayer and other common prayers. Similar in appearance to a rosary, it 
made of either a number of knots tied together, or beads. Each knot or bead represents a 
single recitation of the prayer. These ropes can be of varying lengths (33, 50, 100, 300, 500, 
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As Christian practices incorporate activities from the whole of life, 
reflection on them naturally invites greater perspective. Rather than fixating on a 
few “Christian-looking” activities, Bass and Dykstra’s definition encourages 
communities and individuals to see how God is active in many aspects of “daily 
life,” even the mundane.622 This opens the possibility that communities might be 
less inclined to fixate on the practices that emerge in one specific context—as some 
Orthodox Christians are wont to do with regards to monastic practices—and 
expand the conversation to activities that emerge naturally in whatever context 
one finds oneself. Coming to the realization that “a way of life abundant is God’s 
gift in the midst of the ordinary stuff of existence.” 623 
Most important in all of this is potential to focus on the practices that are 
normative for the circumstances in which one is living one’s Christian faith. As 
communities and individuals orient in this manner, they are able to delve deeper 
into the activities that constitute the way of life that they are living—or trying to 
live earnestly. The practitioners are able to “mature” as they continue to 
                                               
or more knots) depending on the needs and particular prescribe prayer rule of the person 
using it.  
622 Cf. Dykstra and Bass, "Times of Yearning," 8.  
623 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, xiii.  
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“participate in these practices.” They both enter “the practices in greater depth” 
and are also enabled to take increasing initiative in beginning and carrying them 
through.624 
In doing so, practitioners also become more aware of God’s active presence 
in the totality of their lives and their capacity to “recognize and participate in the 
work of God’s grace in the world.”625 This is not sentiment either. As Dykstra 
suggests, “In the midst of engagement in these practices, a community comes to 
such an immediate experience of the grace and mercy and power of God that the 
‘nasty suspicion’ that permeates much of contemporary American church and 
intellectual life—the suspicion that theology is nothing more than human 
subjectivity—simply loses its power.” 626  In a real way, communities and their 
members are having authentic encounters with God. 
As such, through all the practices of life—the whole of life—open up the 
possibility for further maturation, growth, in faith. Taking this further, seeing 
extraordinary and the mundane activities together as constitutive of Christian life, 
                                               
624 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 44.  
625 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41.  
626 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 54.  
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takes some of the burden off Christians in their development. Dykstra assures, 
Christian practices,  
are not, finally, activities we do to make something spiritual happen in our 
lives. Nor are they duties we undertake the be obedient to God. Rather, they 
are the patterns of communal action that create openings in our lives where 
the grace, mercy, and presence of God may be known to us. They are the 
places where the power of God is experienced. In the end, these are not 
ultimately practices but forms of participation in the practice of God.627 
 
Reading these words with the breadth of what one can consider a Christian 
practice in mind, one might be inclined to say that if an activity is communal and 
opens up the practitioners to the experience of the “the grace, mercy, and presence 
of God,” then there is a good chance that it might be contributing to a way of life 
abundant and growth in the life of faith. The caveat is that each practice is only 
one of a multitude of activities that constitute such a life. As Dykstra argues, these 
activities, “have the power to place us where we can receive a sense of the presence 
of God, especially when multiple practices are engaged in relation to one 
another.”628 A way of life requires many activities, done over time, with much 
effort, even if their number includes some more mundane actions.  
                                               
627 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 66.  
628 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 63.  
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Ultimately, it is from the wisdom of “its own history and experience, the 
church knows that such practices enable the community and its people as 
individuals to continue their experience with God made present in the Word, in 
sacrament, in prayer, and in the community’s life in obedience to it vocation in the 
world.”629 These practices have some historical significance to the community, and 
yet they are not always performed in the fashion by every community. This leads 
to the next topic of conversation, form. 
Form 
 Although they never specifically articulate the role that morphé (form) plays 
in their approach to practical theology—at least as explicitly as this project 
articulates it—Bass and Dykstra do touch on it implicitly. Perhaps better put, 
reading the writings of Bass and Dykstra through the lens of morphé shows that 
there is an underlying distinction in their work between practice and form. This is 
most manifest when they discuss the ways in which a Christian practice “[arises] 
from the living traditions of Christian faith and has taken numerous forms in the 
past and in various cultures around the world, and it is able to adapt to carry living 
                                               
629 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 43.  
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tradition into new times and places.” 630  A fundamental aspect of Christian 
practices is that they can take different forms depending on context.  
The possibility that one can adapt the form of Christian practices is 
predicated on the idea that there are practices that are Christian. Bass and Dykstra 
maintain in their writings that there are activities which have historically 
constituted a way of life that is Christian. These practices “nurture” faith, and 
shape the ways communities actualize themselves in that faith. Dykstra writes,   
The church, as community in the power of the Spirit, has over the course of 
its history learned to depend on the efficacy of certain central practices and 
disciplines in nurturing faith and growth on the life of faith. The tradition 
itself bears witness to the fact that by participating in certain active forms 
of life together, an environment is created in which people come to faith 
and grow in life in Christ...These are the kinds of practices that the church’s 
people engage in over and over again, because they are practices that 
constitute being the church, practices to which God calls us as Christians. 
They are, likewise, practices that place people in touch with God’s 
redemptive activity, that puts us where life in Christ may be made known, 
recognized, experienced, and participated in.631  
 
So, there are certain practices that have historically shaped Christian life. These 
practices are time-tested in orienting communities and faithful people towards the 
aim and purposes of Christian life. In a real way, they “constitute being the 
                                               
630 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 205. 
631 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 41; 43.  
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church.”632 They are the key activities that make Christians Christian—historically 
and in the present. They are “practices to which God calls us as Christians.” 
What is more, when communities and individuals are attentive and 
perform them with intention, God becomes manifest in the midst of these 
activities. Dykstra writes, “by active participation in practices that are central to 
the historical life of the community of faith, we place ourselves in the kind of 
situation in which we know God accomplishes the work of grace.”633 That is to say, 
                                               
632 This is reminiscent of the language used by 20th century Orthodox, Catholic, and 
Protestant scholars concerning the Eucharist. Of particular significance to this project are 
the former. The Eucharistic ecclesiology of Afanasiev, Schmemann, and Zizioulas—and 
those who have influenced them—see the communal act of the Eucharist as constitutive 
of the Church itself—in its local and ecumenical (in terms of the unified Church) 
expressions.  A Eucharistic ecclesiology speaks to the communal aspects of Christian life.  
It describes the understanding of the Church from the perspective of ultimate reality and 
the Eternal Kingdom—the Eschaton—as it is manifested in the body of Christ in the 
present context.632  The Church, in that it is constituted in the Eucharist, must not be 
understood as a thing.  The Eucharist, as both the communal action and the physical 
elements, signify the entry into new a mode of being, a communal experience of divine-
human communion, or theosis. John Zizioulas writes, 
In our conscience, the Eucharist is connected to the expression of a pietism that 
views it as an object, a thing, a means of expressing our piety and facilitating our 
salvation.  However, the older understanding of the Eucharist views it not only or 
primarily as a thing, but as an action (and especially as an act of assembly), as a 
liturgy (this Orthodox term is very characteristic) and as the common (catholic) 
expression of the whole Church—not as a vertical relationship between the 
individual and God. (Zizioulas, The Eucharistic Communion, 123.) 
633 Dykstra, Growing in the Life, 42.  
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when communities engage in these activities, they become aware of how God acts 
in and through these practices.  
If practices are historical, why do forms change? Better yet, why must they? 
Dykstra and Bass maintain that a Christian practice “can become distorted and 
corrupted, and so is open to criticism and reform.” 634  Where the distinction 
between practices and forms is most apparent, is in the conversation around the 
authentic performance of these activities in the present. When Bass explores the 
ways in which she might keep the Sabbath in the midst of her suburban American 
lifestyle, she is writing about form. When Dykstra reflects on what Christian 
education should look like, his concern in with finding the contextually 
appropriate form of the complex of practices that is the communication of faith. 
What is ultimately important is that “people need to craft the specific forms each 
practice can take within their own social and historical circumstances.”635 
                                               
634 Dykstra and Bass, “A Way of Thinking,” 205. 
635 "What are Christian Practices?" What are Christian Practices? | Practicing Our 
Faith, accessed October 07, 2017, http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-are-christian-
practices. Dykstra and Bass note, “Because the circumstances in which human beings live 
are always concrete, conflicted, and in flux, those who seek to live faithfully must 
necessarily wonder where and how to discern the specific shape that a way of life 
abundant might take in a given time and place.” Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological 
Understanding,” 15–16. 
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A careful examination of their writings surfaces something important about 
Bass and Dykstra’s thought, namely, that the purpose and aim of the practice is 
more significant that the form. The question is not: Does the outward expression, 
in the present, of the Christian practice coincide with forms of the past? Instead, 
Bass and Dykstra ask: does it meet the fundamental needs that such a practice 
ought? Does the expression of the practice of hospitality foster the virtues of 
openness, love, and care? Does it provide those in need with welcome and the 
feeling of belonging? More significantly, is God present in this expression of 
hospitality. 
While Bass and Dykstra’s approach allow for context to shape the form that 
Christian practices can take, they do not write much about the value in 
maintaining certain forms. Maximus on the other hand—with a less clear 
distinction between practice and form—highlights the communication of certain 
form in the practice of the virtue. The next section will explore this aspect of 
Maximus’ though further in order to show that while communities must be willing 
to critique the form of the past, for that same critical reflection must be open to the 
idea that some forms function in multiple contexts.  
Maximus on Form and Practice  
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Maximus’ writings emerge from a particular context. He is a historical 
figure and the corpus of his writing is fixed. As one reads his work, one is 
encountering the past. His text represents an inherited tradition—theology, 
spirituality, mysticism, and the practices associated with Christian life as Maximus 
understood it. This means that while those who read his work in the present can 
critique the content of his work by the standards of the contemporary context, his 
articulations remain a static reflection of the past—an image frozen in time. At the 
same time, although Maximus’ writings suggest that he holds that what he is 
communicating is universally true, it is also presented in the language and images 
of a subset of Christians—monastics—in the time and place in which he was 
writing.  
This all means that anything one gleans from Maximus writing in the 
present must be critically evaluated for its relevance now. While this is true of all 
of the topics he engages in his writing, for the purposes of this project this section 
will limit the discussion to what he has written about practices and the forms that 
these activities take. As in the previous section, his work will be read through the 
lens of the Christian practices approach to practical theology espoused by Bass 
and Dykstra. 
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As a monk, Maximus values the wisdom of the ascetical tradition. It 
provides him with the frame of reference, experiences, and images—in part—that 
form the content of his written works. Additionally, he was trained at the highest 
level in the philosophical/theological traditions of his day. While chapter 2 drew 
from these latter writings extensively, it also tried to highlight the more practical 
theological aspects of his writings. These are most prominent in his writings on 
asceticism, spirituality, and mysticism.636 However, these writings pose a slight 
challenge to the topic at hand. Where in the writings of Bass and Dykstra the 
reader is able—perhaps if attentive to it—to make a clear conceptual distinction 
between practices and their variable outward expression. In Maximus’ writings, 
in part because of his context and audience 637 , he does not offer as clear a 
distinction. That is to say, he offers little explicitly to the question of adapting 
forms. He tends to stick with relatively static forms of ascetical practices—by his 
                                               
636 For example, Centuries on Love, the Ascetical Life, and Mystagogy. 
637 He is writing from and to a monastic context.  
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time already well-established in the monastic tradition of which he is a 
representative.638 
This begs the question: What can Maximus offer the conversation? 
Reflecting on what was said in chapter 2 in conversation with the writings of Bass 
and Dykstra, one is able to draw out vital aspects of Maximus’ thought on practices 
and form. However, much has been written about this already in the present 
project. Therefore, the paragraphs that follow only highlight the two that this 
author argues are essential to address the concerns of the larger project 1) practices 
and forms arise over time 2) they continue to be central because enable the 
practitioner to meet the intended aim and purposes of Christian life. 
First, practices and forms arise overtime. This might not seem too 
revolutionary given what has been said already. Nevertheless, it is quite 
significant to the larger aims of this project. If practices develop, that means there 
might have been a time when specific practices were not constitutive of Christian 
life—at least not universally. This means that there is a possibility that particular 
practices do not need to be performed in order for the community or individual to 
                                               
638 As examples Maximus offers “fasting and vigils, prayer and psalmody, acts of 
charity and hospitality” Cent. II.35, Maximus, Selected Writings, 52. 
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be Christian. While this is a bit of a leap based on what Maximus actually writes, 
it does logically extend from his thought—for example, while he emphasizes the 
value of fasting, he also employs a degree of economy in whether or not on must 
practice it. This relates more to one’s capacity to perform it, due to illness however, 
not if they should. Maximus writes, “Now if from some necessity or bodily 
condition such as ill health or the like it happens that we are unable to accomplish 
the preceding bodily virtues, we are excused by the Lord, who understands the 
reasons.”639 He goes on to say that the virtues of the soul—which as was noted in 
chapter 2 are more recognizable as virtues to the average person—are more 
essential to Christian life.640 
According to Maximus, Christian should perform certain practices—again, 
he tends to write the practices as they exist in static forms—because they work. If 
the ultimate aim of Christian life is theosis—communion with God—and the more 
immediate purposes are to acquire virtue and come to gnosis through theoria—
                                               
639 The bodily virtues—or practices—to which Maximus refers here are “fasting, 
vigils, sleeping on the ground, service to others, manual labor done so as not to burden 
anyone or to have something to share, and so forth.” Maximus, Selected Writings, 55. 
640 Centuries on Love, II.57, Maximus, Selected Writings. This indicates, again, the fact 
that form Maximus the purpose of the practice is more important than the practice itself 
or the form it takes.  
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which are themselves signs that theosis is happening in the present—and certain 
activities help facilitate manifestation of these purposes, then it makes sense that 
Maximus would argue for Christians to perform them.  
When Maximus writes about particular practices, he is generally referring 
to them in relation to their capacity to address certain intrinsic spiritual need—like 
the need to address a particular vice, prepare one for theoria (contemplation of 
God), or the more universal call to actualize the virtue of love in the midst of the 
world as imitators of Christ—united to Him in a communion of love. At times, 
Maximus is almost prescriptive—suggesting that certain practices are good to 
attend to particular passions (vices).641 Others “[purify] the mind and [prepare] it 
for the contemplation of reality”642 as it is in relation to God. All of them together 
open one up to the possibility of a real, loving communion with God (theosis). They 
ready the heart for love—the content of communion.  
                                               
641  Maximus notes “kindness, benevolence, love, and mercy,”are fruitful in 
addressing anger. Centuries on Love, II.70, Maximus, Selected Writings, 57. The bodily 
virtues (practices) like “fasting, hard labor, and vigils do not allow concupiscence to 
grow,” while “solitude, contemplation, prayer, and desire for God decrease it and make 
it disappear.” Centuries on Love. II.47, Maximus, Selected Writings, 53.  
642 Cent. I.79, Maximus, Selected Writings, 44. 
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When Maximus speaks of practices, he does so with particular forms in 
mind. Prayer, fasting, vigil, and liturgy, even hospitality and almsgiving—which 
might have a bit more fluidity of expression—are performed in certain ways that 
were cultivated over time in certain particular contexts—likely a monastic 
community or a broader ascetical tradition—have been handed down. 
Furthermore, these forms have been traditioned because they work. This project 
suggests that contemporary Orthodox Christian communities ought not blindly 
repeat the forms of the past without critical evaluation, testing, and most 
important reflection on the experience of performing them. At the same time, it 
tries to caution against blind dismissal of the forms and practices of the past 
without the same care in exploring the ways in which they might still be effective 
in the present. Reading Maximus in conversation with Bass and Dykstra opens 
encourages a reflective pause before a hasty move in either direction. It also reveals 
some avenues for Orthodox Christian communities to consider how they might 
adapt their received forms and recognize new activities as Christian practices 
shaping their communal way of life. 
Adapting Form and Innovating Practice: What Can the Conversation Reveal for 
Contemporary Orthodox Christian Communities? 
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Christian practices constitute a way of life. For Bass and Dykstra, as for 
Maximus the Confessor—and Eastern Christianity more broadly—one cannot 
understand Christian life apart from its constitutive practices. Both perspectives 
note that there are certain activities that are inherent to Christian life. Christians 
have been doing these things throughout history. Some of these practices are 
peculiar to Christianity, while others are common to human life in general. In some 
instances, practices take fixed forms—that is, they follow a certain model of 
outward expression that transcends time and space. For some Christian 
communions, historicity of a form provides a precedent for the ongoing 
performance in the present. For some contemporary Orthodox Christians, the 
historic precedent of particular forms—or even practices more broadly—is central 
to their identity and provides them with what they perceive as authenticity.  
Practices, and the Christian Life 
While Maximus does not provide as much detail about practices as do Bass 
and Dykstra, it is clear that they are central to his understanding of where it is that 
Christian life ought to be heading. In the writings of Maximus, as an ascetic and 
monk, much of what concerns him about Christian activities are more rightly 
designated ascetical practices. The distinction between ascetic and monk was 
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made intentionally, as in Maximus’ thought, ascetical practices are not exclusive 
to monastics—but rather essential to Christian life. For him it is the practice of the 
virtues, particularly the bodily virtues that most closely resemble the activities that 
Bass and Dykstra consider Christian practices.  
The central questions that will shape how contemporary Orthodox 
Christian communities engage in this work is: What are Christian practices? Why 
do communities and their members perform them? Are they fixed in number or 
form? Bass and Dykstra would argue that they are activities that are performed in 
contextually appropriate forms. Maximus would likely argue that any (ascetical) 
practice is performed for the purpose of acquiring virtues and gnosis through 
theoria (contemplation) is valuable. While Bass and Dykstra use the language of 
virtue and knowledge of God, their focus is also on the cultivation of practical 
wisdom and the meeting of fundamental human needs in the practitioners and the 
world. In both instances, the capacity of an activity to contribute to the cultivation 
of love is central. Bass and Dykstra complexify this by insisting that contextually 
appropriate forms are natural as communities and their member allow them to 
take shape in their location. Maximus does not write about this, but there is space 
for such dynamism in that practices are suggested based on their efficacy—they 
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have worked within the ascetical schema in which they emerged.  Ultimately, 
according to the larger framework of this project, communities and their members 
perform these activities in contextually relevant forms towards the common, 
ultimate aim which is relational, or communal, and personal. For Maximus and 
the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition this aim is theosis—described by some as 
divine-human communion, a mode of being. Bass and Dykstra, on the other hand, 
use the language of way of life, life of faith, and participation in the activities of 
God. Nevertheless, this chapter has shown that there is a deep resonance between 
these two perspectives.  
In view of the conversation between a Christian practices approach to 
practical theology—as presented in the writings of Bass and Dykstra—and Eastern 
Christian theology and spirituality—as exemplified in the writings of Maximus—
practices are Christian inasmuch as they are both communally normed, and 
capable of manifesting the telos, through the skopós, in whatever contextually 
relevant form they are practiced. Underpinning this is a more fundamental aspect 
of the Christian practices conversation, namely, it is taking place within a Christian 
milieu—be it Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant. This confessional perspective 
gives practices a Christian character—Christian practices are performed by 
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Christians. It also dictates which practices constitute the way of life of the 
community. Abundant life, a life of faith, is a “coherent way of life” that “emerges 
in response to the One who is present in all the parts of our lives, the One who 
makes, transforms, upholds, and unites all that is.” 643  Likewise, “all the 
supposedly separate parts of our lives…turn out to be not so separate after all.”644 
They are unified not by what is being done, but perhaps in whom it is happening. 
Forming the Lenses for Contemporary Orthodox Christian Communities to 
Explore Avenues for Adaptation and Innovation in Practice: A Recapitulation 
Given the breadth of this conversation, it is important to offer a 
recapitulation of what has been written already. In a way, this will allow for the 
expansive conversation to take a more coherent shape. Giving shape to the 
conversation also allows one to begin to see patterns in the authors that are vital 
to the aims of the larger project—namely opening ways for contemporary 
Orthodox Christian communities of practice to adapt and innovate the practices 
that constitute their local way of life that remains consistent with their inherited 
tradition, but allows them to actively engage with this present context. What 
                                               
643 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 193. 
644 Bass and Dykstra, "Practicing a Way of Life," 195-196. 
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follows are essential criteria that a contemporary Orthodox Christian community 
might utilize to adapt traditional practices so that they are more contextually 
relevant—without losing their essential characteristics or appearing in a form so 
radically different that it is no longer recognizable as Orthodox—and how 
practices that are not historically connected to the Orthodox tradition might be 
recognized as traditional in relation to the aim and purpose commonly understood 
as essential to Christian life and practice within the Orthodox tradition. These 
criteria, again, emerge out of the conversation between Bass and Dykstra’s 
Christian practices approach and the theology, spirituality, and mysticism of the 
Christian East as found in Maximus.  
In this schema, the most significant aspect of Christian practices is the telos. 
While there is some correlation in content to the discussion of the ultimate aim of 
Christian life and practice between the two perspectives presented in the project, 
there is a palpable emphasis that each gives to the conversation. Bass and 
Dykstra’s thought is oriented towards the social aspects of telos. Despite discussing 
significance of participation in the activities of God, they do not delve into the 
mystical depths of participation as do writers like Maximus. They focus heavily 
on practices as constituting, or shaping, aspects of a way of life and way of life. 
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This is also not to say that the more social aspects of telos of Christian life and 
practice are not present in Maximus and other Eastern Christian writers—there is, 
however, often less of an emphasis on this aspect. As has been shown above 
though, both are essential in cultivating Christian life in its social and personal 
aspects—especially in relationship to God.  
The community (local or ecumenical) recognizes that the practice manifests 
the reality of the telos, as they seek to acquire the skopós, in the present form. This 
chapter has tried to emphasize a more essential aspect of the traditional-ness of 
practices. It notes that Christian practices are traditional inasmuch as they are 
capable of manifesting the telos, through the skopós, in whatever contextually 
relevant form they are practiced. From this perspective, there is a greater breadth 
to the forms and practices that can be considered traditional. Here is the point at 
which the skopós, morphé, and the praxis have the greatest fluidity, while the telos 
remains common. The skopós can be both static and fluid. Inasmuch as Christian 
life has certain virtues that are common to all Christians, the skopós is static. For 
example, love, and the other gifts/fruits of the spirit. (Gal 5:22-23) Inasmuch as a 
particular context has certain virtues that are proper to it, the skopós is fluid. For 
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example, John Cassian notes that the skopós of monasticism is purity of heart.645 
While in married life, although purity of heart might be important other virtues 
might take priority—like patience, love, or understanding.  
Likewise, in this schema, form (morphé) can be both static and fluid. Some 
practices, are recognized as Christian practices because they are traditional—that 
is to say, they have been performed consistently throughout history in fixed forms, 
that are contextually relevant inasmuch as they are commonly practiced by all 
Christians—or all Christians of a particular kind. Alternatively, they can also be 
traditional have been performed consistently throughout history in different 
forms—like hospitality, philanthropy, asceticism more broadly. Inasmuch as there 
are certain forms that are common to Christian life, the morphé is static. This is 
particularly true in the Orthodox tradition. In the Orthodox Church, liturgy—that 
                                               
645 Articulating the nature of the development of practices in an effort to offer a 
correlation between arts and ascetic activities, Cassian writes,  
All the arts and disciplines,” he said, “have a certain scopos or goal, and a telos, 
which is the end that is proper to them, on which the lover of any art sets his gaze 
and for which he calmly and gladly endures every labor and danger and 
expense…”Our profession also has a scopos proper to itself and its own end, on 
behalf of which we tirelessly and even gladly expend all our efforts”…”The end 
of our profession, as we have said, is the kingdom of God or the kingdom of 
heaven; but the goal or scopos is purity of heart, without which it is impossible for 
anyone to reach that end. (John Cassian, The Conferences, 41-43.) 
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is, ritual—is a normative outward expression (form/morphé) of the practice of 
communal worship.  While there are these more normative forms of particular 
practices, there is also space for dynamism in the expression of other practices. 
Inasmuch as a particular context can produce certain forms that are proper to it, 
the morphé is fluid—like the forms of asceticism (such as prayer or vigil) that arise 
in monasticism and in married life.  
The as with morphé, it is possible to understand Christian practices 
themselves—or at least what can be called a Christian practice—can be both static 
and fluid. Inasmuch as a particular practice—or complex of practices—has been 
consistently performed in Christian life it is static. These are the activities that Bass 
and Dykstra include in their list of Christian practices—and other practices that 
have a “normative” status in Christianity (they are commonly performed by 
Christians). At the same time, a particular activity can also emerge naturally out 
of a particular context in a Christian community of practice. In this case, the list of 
activities that can be called a Christian practice according to Bass and Dykstra’s 
definition is ever-expanding.  
Extending the Conversation 
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The natural progression of this conversation leads to an important question: 
Must activities arise out Christian history to function as Christian practices in the 
lives of communities and individual? Taking this further one might ask: Can an 
activity that has no significant grounding in Christian history be a Christian 
practice? What criteria might one apply to such an activity to determine this? This 
brief section will offer some suggestion for these criteria drawn from the writings 
of Bass, Dykstra, and Maximus.  
In that Bass and Dykstra draw from the activities of daily life in their 
exploration of Christian practices, their work provides the space necessary to 
consider practices that are not drawn from scripture and Christian history. With 
that being said, as alluded to in the first chapter, they tend not to in their writings. 
This is likely do in part to the reality to which their definition of a Christian 
practice speaks. Christian practices are handed down. They are taught. In being 
taught, they form a way of life that has been lived throughout Christian history, 
even if it looks a bit different in each generation. Dykstra and Bass write that a 
Christian practice “is historical; it has arisen from the living traditions of Christian 
faith and has taken numerous forms in the past and in various cultures around the 
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world, and it is able to adapt to carry living tradition into new times and places.”646 
Taking stock of what is said here one might notice the phrase “it has arisen from 
the living traditions of Christian faith.” While based on their writings they are 
referencing activities with deep historical roots in here, this also leaves room for 
practices that arise in a single generation—or in a moment in time. The caveat is 
that it must arise “from the living traditions of Christian faith” of that particular 
community and do what other Christian practices do. What then must an activity 
do to be a Christian practice? First and foremost, it must orient communities and 
individuals towards the ultimate aim of Christian life—whatever these may be in 
each context. For Bass and Dykstra this means that it must contributes, like other 
Christian practices, to a way of life abundant, to faith, and the growth in a life of 
faith. It shapes both the communal and individual lives of Christian practitioners. 
This means it must be complementary to other Christian practices. It should be 
able to be performed along with other activities to shape the way of life of the 
community and the life of faith of the individual.  
                                               
646 Bass, Practicing Our Faith, 205. 
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Furthermore, in performing the activity, communities and individuals have 
a shared experience of the presence of God in the midst of performing it. In some 
manner those who perform this action share in the experience of participation in 
the activities of God. While this is not always quantifiable in the scientific sense, 
Bass and Dykstra seem to think that the very recognition by the community of the 
presence of God in the midst of the activity is proof of that reality—at least for the 
community. Likewise, there are signs of God’s presence in the form of the 
transformation that happens in the lives of the communities, their members, and 
those they serve. 
In the writings of Maximus, practices contribute to the deification of the 
community and the person. In that they have the capacity to open practitioners up 
to divine-human communion practices are sacramental in a complementary way 
to the Eucharistic practices of the Church. For Maximus, practices also work to 
actualize divine-human communion in the present in the cultivation of virtue and 
the experience of theoria. Ultimately, a practice has the capacity to contribute to the 
cultivation, maintenance, and enactment of love as the activity of practice, the fruit 
of theoria, and the content of theosis. In considering the way in which a 
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spontaneously arising activity would be considered a practice for Maximus, these 
criteria would be essential.  
Conclusion 
What has become clear in this conversation is that Christian practices are 
communally-normed. This means that it is the community that determines both 
the practices that constitutes its way of life and the form that these practices take. 
Without a doubt, there is a resonance between the viewpoints of Bass and Dykstra 
and Maximus—and Eastern Christian thought more broadly. However, each 
perspective offers something unique to the conversation. At times, each side 
challenges the other—mostly to think self-critically, while extending their scope to 
encompass unexplored avenues. The Christian practices approach, in the writings 
of Dykstra and Bass, offers much in response to the question about adaptation and 
innovation—with regards to practice, that is. It pushes back against the tendency 
of some strands of contemporary Orthodoxy to uncritically and strictly adhere to 
the forms of the past and their tendency to claim them as what is essential to the 
constitution of an Orthodox way of life. Simultaneously, they set some limits on 
the adaptation and innovation possible by situating their conversation about 
practice within a Christian context—that is to say, they are writing about Christian 
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practices. Nevertheless, they also challenge contemporary Orthodoxy to expand 
the scope of what constitutes a Christian practice—especially when one considers 
the list of activities they signify as “Christian practices.” 
Likewise, by examining the language and conceptions around practice that 
emerge from Eastern Christianity—in this project, Maximus in particular—
through the lens of Bass and Dykstra reveals that there is space within the 
historical tradition of the Christian East to allow for adaptation of form and 
innovation of practices in communal settings. Additionally, the Eastern Christian 
tradition provides language to further explore the mystical and spiritual depth to 
the ongoing performance of Christian practices that is often forgotten in 
contemporary Christianity. This might challenge both contemporary Orthodoxy 
and Bass and Dykstra—the latter as the key representatives of a Christian practices 
approach—to allow the more mystical aspects of Christian life—which is open to 
all—to shape the way that communities think about practice. At the same time, the 
insights that Bass and Dykstra provide offer contemporary Orthodoxy cause for 
pause and critical reflection on how to best actualize the mystical and spiritual 
depth found in the writings of the ancient Christian East in contextually relevant 
ways.  
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Through this conversation, this chapter sought to provide some concrete 
ideas that contemporary Orthodox Christian communities can employ, as they 
consider ways they might 1) adapt the forms that their traditional Christian 
practices take 2) develop the lenses with which they can recognize activities that 
spontaneously arise in their unique context as partially constitutive of a way of life 
and therefore Christian practices. While, some criteria emerged in this 
conversation, they should not be viewed as either prescriptive or representing any 
systematic approach to dealing with adaptation and innovation. These are simply 
some of the gleaning that could prove useful, particularly for contemporary 
Orthodox communities that are trying to actualize a rich tradition with the 
particularities of the present age.  
In that this was not meant to create a formal systematic theory of adaptation 
and innovation. It will be important to see how a contemporary Orthodox 
Christian community might utilize some of these ideas in practice.  With this in 
mind it is important to note that such an endeavor will take place naturally and 
take shape in unique ways in different contexts. Thus, the best way to show what 
this could look like, is to show what it does look like in an actual community. For 
this reason, the chapters that follow will focus on the ways in which a particular 
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contemporary Orthodox Christian community attempts to shape its practice in a 
way that is both consistent with the tradition it has inherited and meets the needs 
community as it is. Just as this chapter was not prescriptive about how the criteria 
that highlighted ought to be used, next two chapters will show refrain from 
offering any formal directives. Instead it will offer a case study of a community 
that is actively trying to live its Orthodox faith in an authentic manner, while 
showing how it addresses the dilemma of adaptation and innovation.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
 
Monks, Dogs, and Liturgy: 
A Study of the Life and Spirituality 
of New Skete Monastery647 
 
 
 
 Chapter 1 offered a deep reading of prominent voices in the field of 
practical theology, in the persons of Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra. Chapter 2 
invited some broad reflection on the theology and spirituality of the Christian East 
and contemporary Orthodoxy, while engaging with the thought of Maximus the 
Confessor, as a significant voice in these traditions. Chapter 3 endeavored to put 
these diverse perspectives in conversation, drawing out the points of convergence 
and divergence. In doing so, it began to shape a lens for contemporary Orthodox 
Christian community to think more deeply about present practice. Providing the 
foundations for a model by which more traditionally-minded communities might 
open themselves up to the possibility of adapting the forms of inherited practices, 
                                               
647 Portions of this chapter were taken from an earlier course paper of the author 
entitled “Conciliarity, Canines, and Change: A Study of the Life of the New Skete Monastery,” 
written in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the course “Advance Research in 
Practical Theology” taught by Dean Mary Elizabeth Moore in the spring of 2016. 
Additional research and major revisions to this original text have altered its orientation to 
better suit the needs of this present project.  
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while recognizing already existing activities—that are not historically understood 
as Christian—as Christian practices. It also set some limitations for what is 
possible within the confines of the Orthodox Church, for those who are eager to 
adapt and innovate, but can at times be swayed by popular opinion. The 
conclusion left the question of how a community might use the lens open for 
discussion. It did, however, offer a suggestion. It proposed that communal 
discernment might be framework for adapting the form of traditional practices in 
the present and recognizing the spontaneously arising activities as Christian 
practices comparable to those that would be considered traditional in the context 
in which they are performed. This chapter, and the next, form a pair that will 
attempt to show how such a model of communal discernment is possible in 
practice. The next chapter will show the role that the interpretive lenses employed 
in the previous chapters (telos, skopós, morphé, and practice) play in such a process. 
It will demonstrate, through a concrete example, how the process can happen 
naturally in community of practice that strives to be traditional, while 
understanding the need for dynamic engagement with the present reality. This 
will take the form of an ethnographic case study of a monastic community and its 
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practices. The chapter that follows will utilize the interpretive lenses use 
previously to examine the account presented in the present chapter.  
This chapter is significant because often communities marked by strict 
adherence to “traditional” practices and theology are resistant to innovation, or 
even adaptation when attempting to meet present needs. This is particularly true 
of communities that identify with traditions that tend towards theologically 
conservative perspectives on doctrine and practice. Although there might be 
“faithful” within a particular tradition—of which such a community is 
representative—who would be open to certain novelty—at least in practice—the 
resistance to innovation by strict conservatives, can, in some instances, border on 
fundamentalism. This can make the recognition or incorporation of innovative 
practices into the larger community of a faith tradition challenging—even when 
these practices develop naturally in the context of a particular community or 
communities that identify as adherents to a particular tradition. It is fruitful for 
scholars of practical theology and spirituality and faithful Christian practitioners 
alike to consider the ways in which innovation can happen naturally in such 
communities—whether that means adaptation of traditional practice, like liturgy, 
in contextually relevant ways or the recognition of a spontaneously arising activity 
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as a Christian practice in its performance in that particular communal context. 
Theological reflection upon the findings of such considerations is rich for other 
disciplines/discourses of theology as well. This chapter will present an example of 
a community that has naturally, but with intention, attempted to actualize the 
tradition with which it identifies—namely Orthodox Christianity—in the context 
in which it has found itself—in 20th-21st century America. In doing so this will 
suggest that this community offers a unique response to a number of questions 
that have arisen out of consideration of innovation and adaptation of practices and 
its place in some traditions of Christianity—in this case Orthodox Christianity. 
These questions include: How are alternative/innovated/non-traditional spiritual 
practices situated in traditional contexts toward formation in those contexts? How 
can unique practices serve to accomplish similar ends as more traditional 
practices? How can they complement traditional practices? What practical 
theological insights can be gleaned from the study of alternative/innovated/non-
traditional spiritual practices performed in traditional contexts? In showing how 
this community answers these questions for itself, this chapter will offer one 
example of how a community has been able to adapt traditional practices while 
recognizing spontaneously arising activities as Christian practices through 
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communal discernment rooted the common experience of the actualization of a 
traditional aim—theosis—and traditional purposes—acquisition of virtue and 
contemplation—in the performance of these adapted or spontaneously arising 
practices.  
Plan 
 This chapter will discuss a pair of small monastic communities in 
Cambridge, NY. The monasteries, together known as the Communities at New 
Skete, are under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Orthodox Church in 
America.648  A unique feature of these communities, relative to other Orthodox 
monasteries—and why they were chosen as a location of study—is that the 
                                               
648 Concerning the Orthodox Church in America, Brother Stavros of New Skete 
writes,  
“This Church was canonically established in North America by the Russian 
Orthodox Church in the late eighteenth century through monks who were 
missionaries to coastal Alaska. By the Twentieth century its base had shifted to the 
industrial heartland and the northeast, On account of the Bolshevik Revolution, 
the desire of the American dioceses to be free of any Soviet taint, and the 
synchronous disaffection of numerous Greek Catholics (i.e. Eastern Rite Roman 
Catholics) congregations that returned to Orthodox affiliation, the OCA 
eventually received ecclesiastical independence (technically autocephaly) in 1970.” 
(Brother Stavros Winner, "Introduction," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand 
Down: Essays Collected in Honor of the 50th Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: 
Alexander Press, 2016), xi.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
404 
monks649 breed, raise, and train German Shepherds650, and run a training program 
for all breeds. The significance of this for the broader discussion might be elusive, 
until one considers that in much of the monastery’s published literature the 
practices related to breeding, raising, and training dogs are understood as 
spiritually significant practices—if not spiritual practices themselves. As spiritual 
practices, they are relatively distinct, and warrant further investigation—
particularly as these practices are performed in what one might consider a 
traditional location, that is, an Orthodox Christian monastery. 
                                               
649 As will be seen below, New Skete is actually a cooperation of two monastic 
communities—the Monks and the Nuns of New Skete. Although it is primarily the brothers 
of the monastery who attend to the German Shepherd program. Historically, the nuns 
participated in certain aspects of this complex of practices—particularly raising the dogs 
that are part of the breeding program.  
650 One might note that New Skete is not unique amongst monastics in that they 
breed and raise dogs. In fact, in their book How to Be Your Dogs Best Friend, the monks note 
two other examples of monastic groups that have historically raised dogs. The 
Augustinians “have raised Saint Bernards at their hospice in the Swiss Alps for more than 
two centuries.” Likewise, “In Tibet quite a different group of monks developed the Lhasa 
Apso dogs.” Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dogs Best Friend: The Classic Training 
Manual for Dog Owners, 2nd ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002), 7. New Skete is, however, 
unique amongst Orthodox monastics in this regard. This is particularly true in the manner 
in which the monks have incorporated the dogs into their way of life, and—as will become 
clearer below—how the practices associated with the breeding and training program, are 
viewed as an extension of their monastic calling. Cf. Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your 
Dog's Best Friend (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002), 7-8. 
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 Additionally, and significant to the larger project, New Skete has from even 
before its formal establishment sought to reinvigorate the life of the Church 
through an extensive program of liturgical renewal. Drawing on contemporary 
research into historical sources of Christian—particularly Eastern Christian—
liturgical practices, New Skete has sought to live an authentic Christianity in the 
present context. Their liturgical renewal project offers an example of how 
traditional practices can be adapted in a manner that is consistent with the 
inherited tradition, while meeting the needs of a unique context.  
It is the centrality that these two practices have—the dog breeding, raising, 
and training and liturgical renewal—to the identity of New Skete that provides 
the rationale for highlighting them. Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly 
given what will follow in this chapter, the Monastic Typicon (rule) of New Skete 
names the practices related to the breeding program and the liturgical renewal 
together as definitive of the community’s identity. They declare: 
Though, as it has been stated above, we should be ready and open to 
whatever work we must do to maintain our life, we should always 
continue, on a modest scale at least, the breeding of The German Shepherd 
Dog, taking meticulous care to work always towards the improvement of 
the individuals and the breed. Similarly, we should continue our work in 
the field of liturgical arts. Both these aspects or areas of work should always 
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be characteristic of New Skete, even if other factors force us to reduce the 
scale of either or both of these enterprises.651 
 
In that the community sees these practices as “characteristic of New Skete,” this 
chapter will offer extensive—but not exhaustive—accounts of these practices.  
 Structurally this chapter will begin with a presentation of the history of the 
Communities at New Skete—that is, the Monks of New Skete, the Nuns of New Skete, 
the Companions of New Skete, and the Dogs of New Skete. After presenting a historical 
description, it will offer an account of the life of the community. It will pay close 
attention to the practices of the community that are relatively unique to New 
Skete—their unique liturgical practices and way in which the Dogs of New Skete are 
incorporated into the larger way of life of the monastery. It will also take note of 
the manner in which the community makes decisions about the life of the 
community.652 It will then move to a more formal account of the practices related 
                                               
651 Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon (Cambridge, NY: Monks of New Skete, 
1988), 32. A closer reading of the Monastic Typicon—together with other sources—utilizing 
the lenses and themes that emerged in chapters 1-3 will follow in the next chapter. This 
will help show how the breeding and training programs and the liturgical renewal project 
offer responses to the question of innovation and adaptation in Orthodox Christian 
community.  
652 This aspect of the community’s structure is put forward as one example of 
communal discernment of practices, that will be explored in greater detail, in conversation 
with insights of the previous discussions, in the next chapter.  
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to the Dogs of New Skete drawing upon informal conversations with the brothers 
and sisters, the written texts produced by the community, artifacts such as 
newsletters, recorded sermons, lectures, and seminar presentations. As any of the 
abovementioned practices (breeding, raising, and training German Shepherds and 
other dogs) would warrant a paper in themselves, this chapter emphasize the 
practices of raising and training dogs—though it will touch on the history of the 
breeding program and the role it plays in the life of the monastery. By emphasizing 
the dog raising and training practices, this chapter will underscore the impact that 
these practices have on the spiritual formation of brothers and sisters—as they 
understand it. Next, the chapter will shift focus to the liturgical renewal project 
that has afforded New Skete some international notoriety amongst scholars of 
liturgy and worship. This section will present a brief account of their efforts to 
adapt liturgical practices to the needs of the community. This will serve as an 
example of adaptation of a traditional practice—in this case worship or liturgy.653 
                                               
653  This chapter will offer some of the findings from qualitative research and 
historical documents in an effort to present a modest analysis of liturgical reform at New 
Skete. More emphasis will be placed on the experience of the community members in the 
midst of liturgy in its renewed form. Part four will begin with a brief literature review of 
scholars who have engaged more fully with New Skete’s liturgical renewal project to 
better situate this project in the scholarship on liturgical reform in the twentieth century—
broadly and at New Skete in particular. 
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The final section will offer some analysis of the data collected in the field and 
through monastery’s writings in an effort to distill some central spiritual principles 
that are characteristic of New Skete. This will amount to a presentation of an 
account of the community’s ethos and their communal discernment practices. 
These will serve to offer an answer to the questions related to innovative practices 
and their relationship to traditional Christianity posed in the introduction. It will 
close with some concluding remarks about the broader implications of this study 
and lay the foundations for the deeper analysis that will take place in the chapter 
that follows.  
A Word on Method 
 In conducting on site research at New Skete Monastery the researcher 
employed qualitative methods, blending a modified ethnographic case study with 
auto-ethnographic reflection and extensive examination of the community’s 
publications, artifacts, and documents. The latter included analysis of the 
historical documents present on the monastery website, in pamphlets and fliers 
taken from the monastery itself, and anecdotal oral histories given by community 
members and recorded in field notes by the researcher. The research was 
conducted over the course of several visits to the community. The extensive field 
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notes collected by the researcher include commentary on the day-to-day activities 
of the monks, paying close attention to those related to the spiritual practices of 
breeding and training German Shepherds and their dog training program. The 
research includes informal questions of the brothers and sisters collected in the 
context of a participant observation during several extended visits to the 
monastery. Additionally, the researcher includes extensive quotations drawn from 
onsite research during a seminar entitled “The Art of Living with Your Dog,” held 
at New Skete from Thursday, May 10th to Sunday, May 13th, 2018. During research 
visits there was a cordial reciprocity between the monks and the researcher—the 
former giving permission to the latter to conduct research.  
As a self-aware community, New Skete has offered a number of resources—
in the form of their written, audio, and video productions—which serve as an 
interpretive lens of their way of life and the practices that comprise them. 
Therefore, the unique experiential findings that emerged from qualitative 
research, will also be viewed through the lens of the monks’ own productions.  
Part I: History and Background 
Monasticism throughout History 
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 New Skete is comprised primarily of two communities—one male and one 
female. The implications of this in relation to the larger aims of this project are 
important. Whatever emerges from an exploration of the way of life of the 
communities must always be understood in its proper context—particularly its 
ecclesial context. Before delving too deeply into a concrete account of the 
Communities at New Skete, it is important to understand what is unique about 
monasticism more broadly within Christianity in general, but more important to 
this project, how monasticism is understood within the particularities of Orthodox 
Christianity—especially in its contemporary manifestations.   
 Monasticism is a particular mode, or way of life within the broader 
Christian way of life. It is ancient in its origins, dating back as early as the 3rd 
century.654 It has been a constant within Christianity—both East and West—since 
those early days. Although in its more present form it might itself be understood 
as an institution within the Church, some would argue that historically it 
                                               
654 If one takes the popular perspective that Anthony and Pachomius were the 
fathers of hermetic and cenobitic monasticism respectively, then this date works for the 
general purposes of this project.  
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functioned more as a fringe movement 655 , which function—perhaps with or 
without intention—as a charismatic critique (prophetic) of the institutional 
church656—and in Imperial times, of the Empire itself.  
Monasteries were also places of significant preservation and innovation. 
Concerning the former, it was often in the monasteries that manuscripts were 
copied and distributed. It was, in part, the monastics that lead the fight for the 
preservation of the iconographic tradition during the period of iconoclasm.657 
                                               
655 This author is of the perspective that the early desert ascetics were responding 
to the sociopolitical implications of the Christianization of the Roman Empire, choosing 
to respond radically to the Gospel command to deny oneself, take up one’s cross, and 
follow Christ.  (Cf. Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23) In choosing to do so, these 
trailblazing figures also elected to live on the fringes of society—literally in terms of 
moving to the deserts and metaphorically inasmuch as they chose a radical martyric 
lifestyle, far different then the norms of their day.  
656 About this the Communities at New Skete writes, 
The lives of the first monks and nuns bore prophetic witness to the essential 
Christian message. Then as now they spoke before a civil and ecclesiastical world 
that often was absorbed in political intrigue, expediency, and inhuman social, 
economic, and cultural structures and customs. Monastics are reminders to all that 
the Gospel was a way of life to be sought through a heartfelt repentance… For 
monasticism to be prophetic it must be the salt of the earth. We achieve this only 
if the monastery is accessible, so that all may savor its life, its worship, and its 
message. (Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 7.) 
657 In the 8th and 9th centuries, a controversy arose around the use of iconography 
in the Church. The Iconoclast, were those who opposed their use, while the iconophiles 
were those who supported their place in the Church. Many of the strongest voices who 
held up the use of icons emerged from monastic contexts. For example, John of Damascus, 
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Additionally, it was monasticism that preserved many of the spiritual traditions 
and practices of antiquity—even if some emerged in those very contexts.658 As 
some of what would be considered “traditional” by contemporary (Orthodox) 
Christians emerged from monastic contexts, it would not be wrong to state that 
monasticism is also a creative, even innovative movement. One key area of such 
innovation, or at least creativity, is liturgical practice.659  
These historical claims provide some legitimating arguments for the 
traditional significance of monasticism within the Church. Although this project is 
an effort to move away from the over-reliance on monastic forms, which is 
prevalent in the contemporary Orthodox Christian Church, the choice to engage 
                                               
a monk in the Palestinian desert for a time, and Theodore the Studite—a monastery in 
Constantinople—wrote lengthy treatises in favor of the veneration of icons. 
658 Here one should note the preservation of a historic hesychastic tradition—that 
is, a tradition of silent interior prayer. Together with this was the defense of an 
understanding of the experience of the Uncreated Energies of God that accompanied the 
discussion of hesychastic practices—like the recitation of the so-called Jesus Prayer. It is 
no surprise that it was two monastic figures—St. Makarios of Corinth and St. Nikodemos 
the Hagiorite—that spearheaded the collection and publishing of significant texts 
concerning these practices. Their work would become one of the most significant texts in 
Eastern Christian Spirituality—particularly in the 20th and 21st centuries—the Philokalia. 
This text is itself a work of great preservation and ultimately transmission of a historical 
tradition of spiritual practice.  
659 This will prove quite significant in this chapter, as one of New Skete’s primary 
activities is a liturgical renewal project that has spanned the life of the communities. 
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with a monastic community was done with intention. If monasticism historically, 
as has been noted here, provides both a charismatic critique of institutional 
structures and has been a force of both preservation of past traditions and 
innovation within the broader structures of particular traditions, then one might 
still look to it for guidance in the present for how to authentically live a Christian 
way of life. This can of course mean looking to monasticism for examples on 
particular practices that might help shape a way of life. Additionally—and 
perhaps more significantly considering the purpose of this project—monasticism 
might also be a good example of how individuals or communities might engage 
with tradition. Rather than imitating particular practices, individuals or 
communities, imitate monasticisms present engagement with the past—thereby 
understanding such an effort just as much part of the way of life of a community 
as the particular practices that they perform.  
Monasticism as a Way of Life 
 As noted above, monasticism is a way of life within a larger religious 
tradition. It is set apart from other modes of actualizing religious life. Like other 
modes of life within religious traditions, it is directed towards certain aims and 
purposes that are unique to that particular context. Although it is not particular to 
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this context, much of the monastic way of life is constituted by ascetical practices. 
Christian monasticism is set apart from other monastic and ascetic traditions, by 
its orientation towards “Living by the teachings of the Gospel in a radical and 
authentic way.”660 New Skete, being one example of Christian monasticism, is a 
place where such radical living of the Gospel takes place. 
 Although there are many forms of monastic life, some place monasticism 
into two broad categories. The cenobitic and eremitical life—the communal and 
individual (hermit)—are two broad categories for monastic life. With intention, 
the Communities at New Skete have shaped a way of life that they believe is both 
authentic to the radical call of the Gospel and to their contemporary context. In 
their Monastic Typicon they affirm: 
The cenobitic and eremitical life are both ancient and authentic forms of 
desert monastic life. From our beginning New Skete has followed a 
cenobitic way of life as our means of living out the call of the Gospel. We 
are inspired by the first disciples in the Acts of the Apostles who “held all 
things in common,” and who gathered together daily for prayer.  Our daily 
interaction with each other in the midst of work, liturgy, the offering of 
hospitality, and prayer continues to flower in a community of mutual 
support, discernment, and the sharing of joys and challenges.661  
                                               
660 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks of New Skete" (The Art of Living with Your 
Dog Seminar, New Skete Monastery, Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). He also notes that 
this is the primary goal of the Communities at New Skete.  
661 The Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 6. 
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Monasticism, unlike many other modes of Christian life, orders its way of life in a 
well-structured way. At New Skete, although there is some spontaneity within this 
structure, the way of life of the communities are fairly well-defined. As can be seen 
in the quote above, there are certain definitive practices which constitute the way 
of life at New Skete. One might note that these practices are all examples of 
asceticism in one way or another, are not limited to a monastic context.662 One 
might recognize these practices of communal work, liturgy (worship) 663 , 
                                               
662 One should note that the holding of all things in common and gathering for 
daily prayer are also not unique to the monastic context. 
663 Worship is central to the Christian life. This chapter will address the way New 
Skete manifests this in greater detail below. However, for now, concerning worship the 
Communities write,  
God calls us to worship in spirit and in truth, offering our worship in union with 
the Church on behalf of the whole world. Through the liturgical celebrations we 
participate in the mysteries of the life and death of Christ, thus becoming part of 
the movement toward the universal realities of resurrection and transfiguration... 
In our monastic life, we meet and experience the liturgical mysteries in the divine 
offices and the eucharistic liturgy. Following the practice espoused by St 
Pachomius in the fourth century, we have liturgical prayer in the morning and 
evening of each day, with the celebration of the Divine Liturgy  on Sundays and 
greater feasts. (The Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 9-10.)  
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hospitality664, and prayer665 as significant in the writings of Bass, Dykstra, and 
Maximus. They are essential Christian practices. Even the defining characteristics 
of the community—"mutual support, discernment, and the sharing of joys and 
challenges”—are at least the hoped-for characteristics of many if not all Christian 
communities.666  
Monasticism, like broader Christian life, is not only a communal endeavor. 
Christian communities, whether monastic or not, are made of unique and 
unrepeatable human persons. These persons have unique needs in the midst of 
communal life. New Skete, like other Christian communities, seeks to provide 
space within the monastic framework for meeting these unique needs—providing 
                                               
664  Concerning the role of hospitality at New Skete, the communities write, 
“Hospitality is an essential characteristic of monasticism. In that tradition, our 
communities welcome to our monastery all pilgrims seeking a place of healing and 
prayer, where they can find rest for their souls.” The Monks of New Skete, Monastic 
Typicon, 7. 
665 Concerning prayer, they write, “Mindfulness of the Creator is the first step for 
every creature toward communion with God—the basis of all prayer. Through prayer we 
change our lives and turn our minds and hearts to Christ… The foundation of our prayer 
is being continually attentive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit through the liturgical 
worship of the community, the Sacred Scriptures , monastic and patristic writings  and 
appropriate spiritual reading.” The Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 9. 
666 This is certainly the hope communicated by Bass and Dykstra in their writings 
on Christian practice. Likewise, Maximus, as a representative of the broad Eastern 
Christian tradition, would count these an essential characteristic of Christian life.  
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a healthy balance between the corporate and personal aspects of the monastic way 
of life. They continue, 
This implies the constant struggle to find a healthy balance between the 
practice of community and the legitimate spiritual need for silence and 
solitude. What we discover and experience is how these two realities 
deepen each other, working together to foster an integration of the human 
reality grounded in the movement of the Spirit. Just as we have found in 
human friendships a crucial opportunity for hearing and receiving a word 
of God that is spiritually nourishing and intimate, so we also have found 
that the regular practice of silence and solitude is absolutely necessary for 
developing healthy community life.667 
 
It is important to note that the communal and personal aspect of the monastic way 
of life are mutually informing. The come together to form a particular way of life 
that can lead to transformative to the community and its members.  
The Spirituality of New Skete and Its Unique Way of Life 
 As will become evident through the discussion of New Skete—particularly 
its history, practices, and communal structures—its spirituality is informed by its 
many sources. However, one will soon recognize that much of the spiritual 
language employed by the community and many of its practices have arisen out 
of the monastic/ascetic traditions of the ancient and medieval Christian East. While 
                                               
667 Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon,  6. 
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its members are not shy about gleaning wisdom from other Christian traditions or 
the spiritual insights of other religious and philosophical traditions 668 , these 
insights and at times even practices—like mindfulness and meditation—are 
framed through the lens of New Skete’s contemporary Orthodox Christian 
identity and in the language of Eastern Christian ascetical spirituality.  
 A careful reading of this chapter will reveal an intimate connection with the 
theology, spirituality, and mysticism articulated in the first part of chapter 2. This 
should not come as a surprise given New Sketes status as an Orthodox Christian 
monastery. Readers are encouraged to see what is unique about New Skete’s way 
of life—noting how they navigate the intricacies of actualizing thier Orthodox 
identity in the 20th and 21st centuries. Between their openness in allowing their 
communal experiences to shape their life and practices, to their willingness to 
critically reflect on the received tradition, New Skete could be seen as an anomaly 
in the Orthodox world. However, if one allows for the spiritual wisdom of New 
Skete to shine forth through this study, perhaps it might be better understood as 
                                               
668 Some of the brothers and sisters have notable interest in far Eastern religious 
and spiritual traditions—Buddhism of note. 
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an example of how other Orthodox Christian communities might respond to the 
needs of their faithful in the 21st century and beyond. 
New Skete and the Institutional Structure of the Orthodox Church: A Word on the 
Limits of This Project 
 As noted above, The Communities at New Skete, fall under the jurisdiction of 
the Orthodox Church in America. As such, although there is a degree of autonomy 
in the daily life of the community, their Monastic Typicon, that is their communal 
rule of life—which outlines their way of life—must be blessed by the presiding 
hierarch—in the present, Metropolitan Tikhon of the OCA. Presently, New Skete 
is in the process of updating their Monastic Typicon to reflect their present situation. 
This text must be approved by Metropolitan Tikhon in order for it to become 
binding for the community. In the years since their acceptance into the Orthodox 
Communion, New Skete has maintained the tension between canonical adherence 
to the institution of the Orthodox Church in America and their own local 
autonomy—this is particularly true in relation to their liturgical renewal project 
and their work with dogs. While the Communities at New Skete are met with 
different levels of acceptance by persons and communities within the Orthodox 
Church more broadly, they remain a canonical Orthodox Christian community.  
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New Skete’s connection to the institutional Church is in the person of the 
Metropolitan Tikhon.  This speaks to one aspect of Orthodox Christian 
ecclesiological structure that sets limits on the adaptation and innovation that can 
happen in Orthodox communities. New Skete, if it is to remain connected to the 
canonical structures of the Church must act under the pastorship of their presiding 
hierarch. This sets limits on them, and, for the purposes of this project also sets 
institutional boundaries on the type of adaptation and innovation that is allowed 
by the Orthodox Christian communion. New Skete, in seeking to have their 
updated Monastic Typicon approved by Metropolitan Tikhon, are offering up the 
practices that they see as constitutive of their way of life to be blessed by the 
institutional Church. In doing so, they preserve their identity as an Orthodox 
Christian community, while being authentically themselves—actualizing their 
Orthodoxy in forms that have experientially proven to be effective in their unique 
context.  This is one safeguard that the Orthodox Church has in place to prevent 
communities from straying too far from the received traditions of the Orthodox 
Church, while allowing each local context to actualize itself in authentic way.   
A Brief History of the Communities at New Skete 
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 In 2016 the Communities at New Skete celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of 
the establishment of the monastery.669  The community “began in 1966,” as a group 
of a “dozen monks.”670 They saw themselves as “an intentional family,” with the 
primary goal of “living by the teaching of the Gospel in a radically authentic 
way.”671 This section will provide a brief historical outline of the communities at 
New Skete. It will indicate the unique history of each of the three distinct 
communities connected with New Skete: The Monks of New Skete, the Nuns of New 
Skete, and the Companions of New Skete. 672  It will also offer some cursory 
information about the beginnings of the breeding program, which will be further 
explored in a later section.   
The Monks of New Skete 
                                               
669 As will be clarified below, this is the anniversary of the establishment of the 
community of brothers that would become the Monks of New Skete.  
670  Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit of Happiness (Boston: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1999), 8.  
671 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
672 The Companions of New Skete refers to two unique incarnations of lay, non-
monastic communities connected to the monastery. 
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 The Monks of New Skete have their origin the Byzantine-Catholic Franciscan 
order.673  In 1966 a group of twelve monks—and one German Shepherd named 
Kyr674—under the leadership of Fr. Laurence Mancuso “sought to live a more 
explicitly monastic life within the Eastern Christian tradition.”675 They note that 
prior to this they had grown “dissatisfied with the kind of religious life they had 
been living, they initially tried to form a monastery within their order based on 
                                               
673 Cf. Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 8. Brother Stavros of New Skete writes,  
We conceived of our vision for an American expression of Eastern Christian 
monasticism after having lived for years in the Byzantine Rite of the Roman 
Catholic Church; most of the founding brothers were born into it. We belonged to 
a sub-province of the Franciscans (OFM) who established two Eastern Rite 
monasteries to work among Carpatho-Rusyn and Ukrainian believers closely 
related to the population of the earliest Orthodox churches in central and east coast 
regions of the United States. We prayed and worshiped in Church Slavonic, and 
we were enriched by the cultural life of those twentieth-century immigrants. 
(Brother Stavros Winner, "Introduction," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand 
Down: Essays Collected in Honor of the 50th Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: 
Alexander Press, 2016), x.) 
674 Kyr was the dog of one of the brothers, who joined his owner when he joined 
the Franciscan order and later when the group established their own community. They 
write, Kyr, our first German shepherd, came with us from our former monastery as we 
founded New Skete. Kyr was a male, a former Seeing Eye student, and a dynamic, 
intelligent shepherd. Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend: A Training 
Manual for Dog Owners (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2002), 10.  
675  "Monks – History," New Skete Monasteries, accessed June 09, 2018, 
http://www.newskete.org/monks---history.html. See also, Monks of New Skete, In the 
Spirit of Happiness (Boston: Little, Brown, 2001), 9. 
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the principles of Eastern Christian monastic life.676  One of the original brothers, 
noted that it was in part the desire to explore the contemplative life as understood 
in the Eastern Christian tradition, as opposed to the Franciscan call to go out—
they sought to build “a place to come,”  “an anchor”— that drove their early 
transition.677 Once it became clear that no provision could be made for such a life 
within the Franciscans, they chose to begin a new community.”678 They initially 
lived in a small hunting lodge in Pennsylvania, loaned to them by a Benedictine 
brotherhood located in New York.679 The brothers soon moved to upstate New 
York, to a small farm near the Village of Cambridge, NY. There they converted the 
farm into a monastery and began to use the fields for a bit of farming. They 
describe the endeavor as conducted with “a hit or miss approach.”680  They raised 
                                               
676  The monks note, “they took the name "New Skete," after one of the first 
Christian monastic settlements in northern Egypt, in the desert of Skete.”  Monks of New 
Skete, In the Spirit, 9. 
677  Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” The monks noted in several 
conversations, that their departure from the Franciscans was challenging, particularly 
because they were not seen in a favorable light by their former order. 
678 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 8-9. 
679 Cf. Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9. 
680 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9. 
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a number of animals “starting with a Holstein milk cow and including goats, pigs, 
chickens, sheep and Hereford beef cattle.” 681   They credit the locals with the 
monastery’s early success in this endeavor—it allowed the brothers to provide for 
themselves and grow in the virtues that were the aim of their monastic call.  
Over the course of the next several months the monks began building the 
physical structures of their community. It was during this long, and strenuous 
process—none of the brothers had extensive building or farming skills—that they 
established and strengthened their bond as a community. They saw their shared 
work as giving “dignity to their labor,” which brought “something deeper” to it—
bringing with it “more joy.” 682 After long days of tiring work, they would gather 
around a table—built by the brothers, large enough for them all to sit around—
                                               
681 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9. These early experiences with farm animals 
laid the foundation for their breeding and training programs. Concerning this they write,  
At one point or another, goats, chickens, pigs, pheasants, horses, Herefords, 
Holsteins, and sheep all dotted our landscape. Without realizing it at the time, we 
were beginning to enter the psychic realm of animals. Our observation of the 
different farm animals began to educate us in a natural, organic way about animal 
psychology and behavior…the farm animals were an excellent preparation for us. 
In a sense, training and raising German shepherds is the apex of our long 
experience with animals. (Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 
10.) 
682 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
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learn from each other’s experiences and from the wisdom of the Christian 
tradition, while making decisions together as a community. The brothers soon 
realized, however, that their location lacked the solitude from the world that they 
longed for as monks.  
 The following year they purchased a new property nearby, but at a higher 
elevation, with poor soil content.683  This provided more solitude, but it required 
much effort in preparing. The property was quite uncultivated, and had few 
structures built on it when they arrived.684  It also was not able to sustain the 
farming work that they had done at the previous property.685 This new situation 
required much thoughtful reflection and planning on the part of the monks. The 
brothers describe the experience as fruitful spiritually and helped them to bond 
more closely—relying on each other, forging intimacy, and cultivating a way of 
communal discernment that would be essential to their life as a community. Their 
days were framed by the worship services that they conducted. They found this 
time spent together in worship their source of inspiration in the midst of much 
                                               
683 Cf. Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 10-11. 
684 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 10. 
685 Cf. Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend, 10.  
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labor and another activity that bonded them together as a community and 
deepened their faith in God. They also got in the habit of spending time together, 
gathered around the table, as they made plans, preparations, and shared struggles 
and concerns, sometimes “for two to three hours a night.” 686  They testify, “The 
daily liturgical services served as a steady anchor in what was routinely eight to 
ten hours of heavy manual work each day, coupled with community meetings that 
lasted well into the night.”687 The whole endeavor was a community affair. Their 
physical labor in construction was “often followed by meetings hammering out 
[their] monastic vision.”688  
The Nuns of New Skete 
 A few years after the monastery was established its current location, some 
sisters who had recently left a “strictly cloistered” convent of Poor Clares, “in 
                                               
686 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
687 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 11. 
688 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." During this time, they sought the 
insights of many significant figures—including Thomas Merton—about how they 
envisioned this new monastic community. Brother Stavros of New Skete notes, “Thomas 
Merton, a year after we began, sent us materials he was using for his novice classes at 
Gethesemani Abby, including his translations of works by John Cassian.” Brother Stavros 
Winner, "Introduction," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand Down: Essays Collected in 
Honor of the 50th Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: Alexander Press, 2016), xii. 
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search of a more contemporary contemplative life,”689 visited the brothers. They 
would eventually settle a few miles down the road and become the Nuns of New 
Skete.  
 The Nuns of New Skete began as a group of five Poor Clare Nuns. They had 
left their monastic community inspired by Vatican II and with hopes of living a 
more authentic contemplative spiritual life rooted in their preferred Eastern 
Christian perspective—like the Monks of New Skete, some of the Nuns had their 
origins in the Byzantine-Catholic tradition. They had come to see the rigidity of 
their previous religious experience as “an obstacle to the development of 
authentic, natural relationships both within the monastery and outside its 
walls.”690 They were “prompted by many of the same ideals that had originally 
inspired the monks.”691 The nuns were “committed to bringing monastic life into 
the 20th century.”692  Through a mutual correspondent, the sisters were put in 
                                               
689 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." 
690  "Nuns – History," New Skete Monasteries, accessed June 10, 2018, 
http://www.newskete.org/nuns---history.html.  
691  Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit of Happiness (Boston: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1999), 11. 
692 New Skete Monasteries, "Nuns - History.” 
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contact with Fr. Laurence, the former prior and one of the founders New Skete. 
They soon accepted an invitation to visit the monastery. 
 After a period of discernment together, the nuns decided to establish their 
own monastery, choosing to settle four miles from the Monks of New Skete. In the 
early years, the nuns would help out in town to raise money for the monastery. ” 
693  Not too long after, in 1971, the nuns—with the help of the monks, who offered 
their services as builders—finished the building initial physical structures of their 
monastery. The nuns also took “shop courses at a nearby high school, they learned 
the skills necessary for building, and within a year they had settled into their own 
monastery.”694 In the early 1970’s, the sisters began making ecclesiastical items 
(icons and vestments) to sell in support of the monastery. It was also at this time 
that they began making their now famous cheesecakes. Over the next few years 
the nuns and monks would have close relations—despite being of different 
traditions (the nuns were of the Latin Rite and the monks were Byzantine—both 
under the Catholic Church at the time). There strong relations included 
                                               
693 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks ." 
694 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 13. 
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worshiping together, sharing meals, and taking courses in spirituality taught by 
Fr. Laurence. In 1974 the Sisters of St. Clare formally became the Nuns of New Skete. 
The Monastic Communities and their Journey to Orthodox Christianity 
 During the early period of the Monastery the Monks of New Skete, also 
inspired by the pronouncements of the Second Vatican Council, began to think 
more purposefully about their monastic and liturgical traditions.695 Inasmuch as 
Vatican II inspired the monks towards “broad themes of renewal and authentic 
tradition.”696 Being of the Byzantine Rite, they were not directly affected by Vatican 
II in many regards.697  This period was one of deep reflection on and study of the 
historical sources of Christian asceticism, monasticism, spirituality, and liturgy. In 
this process the monks found themselves with a greater affinity for the Orthodox 
East than the Roman Church in which they began their journey. They soon sought 
“actual ecclesiastical affiliation” through the guidance of the renowned Orthodox 
theologians, Fr. Alexander Schmemann and Fr. John Meyendorff.698  In 1979, both 
                                               
695 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." 
696 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." 
697 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." 
698 New Skete Monasteries, “Monks - History." 
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the Monks and Nuns of New Skete, along with a parish community that had formed 
around them, were welcomed into the Orthodox Church in America—a semi-
indigenous jurisdiction of the Orthodox Church, granted autocephalous status 
through the Moscow Patriarchate in 1924—under His Beatitude Metropolitan 
Theodosius (Metropolitan Bishop, 1977-2002).  
The Companions of New Skete  
 In 1983 a third community formed an affiliation with New Skete. This 
community, the Companions of New Skete, was a group of local married couples 
who sought to live in accordance with the monastic principles upon which the 
Communities at New Skete were built. Despite their unconventional circumstance, 
these couples lived under monastic orders, inasmuch as their married context 
would allow. They operated a bed and breakfast in town to support themselves. 
Presently, however, all of the seven couples that once formed the Companions of 
New Skete have either reposed or moved into assisted living. Their residence has 
since been converted into a guesthouse, for those who wish to visit or stay for an 
extended retreat.  
The (New) Companions of New Skete 
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 More recently, the Companions of New Skete signifies an ecumenical 
“fellowship of lay people who seek to be formally connected with the New Skete 
Communities in order to deepen their spiritual lives.”699  The Companions now 
number over 140 members, representing numerous religious traditions. The 
majority are Orthodox Christians—just a little over half of the membership. 
However, Companions are welcomed from many Christian traditions—Baptist, 
Episcopal, Evangelical—and from amongst the unchurched—those that would fall 
under the category of “Nones”700. No longer a group of married persons living 
together near the brothers’ monastery, the Companions are from all over North 
America—with some members from overseas (the Nation of Georgia has been 
noted by the brothers).  
The aim of the new community, is to offer a way of life informed by the 
wisdom of Eastern Christian monasticism, but for those living out their Christian 
lives in the world. Therefore, in their present incarnation, the Companions,  
                                               
699 "Companions of New Skete," Companions of New Skete, accessed June 11, 2018, 
https://www.companionsofnewskete.org/. 
700 For more on the “Nones” or the religiously unaffiliated see, James Emery White, 
The Rise of the Nones: Understanding and Reaching Religious Unaffiliated (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 2014).  
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Look to incorporate monastic values that help them live out the call of the 
Gospel in a lay setting, and at the same time help support the mission of 
New Skete. This enrichment program serves those that seek to integrate 
prayer and spirituality in their daily activities and enhances the 
individuals’ vocation as members vis-à-vis their commitment to their own 
Christian life.701 
 
Reestablished in 2017, the Companions are held together at great distances through 
a commitment to prayer, and efforts to attend the various retreats offered at the 
Monastery throughout the year. Three times a week, the Companions receive an 
email containing a Bible passage, a short meditative passage, and a reading from 
the life of a saint, upon which they are invited to reflect. They also have access to 
recordings of the sermons offered during worship services at the monastery. 
Though not as extensive as the rule by which the brothers and sisters are 
constituted as communities, the companions are asked to follow a rule of their 
own. They are encouraged to 1) establish “a covenant of prayer” 2) find a “regular 
place of worship” of their choice, try to follow the liturgical year (“tak[ing] 
advantage of the seasonal opportunities, particularly during Great Lent, the 
Paschal period, and the pre-Christmas season, for deepening their consciousness 
of being members of the praying Church”) 3) have a personal prayer rule 4) 
                                               
701 Companions of New Skete, "Companions of New Skete.” 
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participate in continuing education though personal study 5) take time for retreat 
either at the monastery or on their own 6) make effort to take care of their personal 
needs (body, mind, and spirit) 7) receive spiritual direction and engaging in 
confession, to their comfort 8) cultivate a generous heart 9) establish connections 
with others.702 Each of these is inspired by aspects of the Monastic Typicon (rule) of 
the brothers and sisters—providing the Companions with their own unique, way of 
life informed by the way of life of New Skete.  
Tradition as New Skete Understands It 
 Tradition is a significant aspect of New Skete’s communal self-
understanding. As noted before, New Skete represents a unique intersection—
West and East. Its early members were once Catholic—Byzantine Franciscan, so 
Eastern Rite Catholics, but Catholics nonetheless.  Their Catholic heritage is 
neither forgotten by the brothers and sisters, nor has it been lost, even in their 
move to join the Orthodox Church in America. They still bear elements of their 
Franciscan past; for example, their love for animals and their emphasis on working 
for their subsistence—perhaps a modified mendicant lifestyle of sorts. They are 
                                               
702 Companions of New Skete, "Companions of New Skete.” 
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contemplatives in a manner that draws the traditions of the East and West 
together—practicing both the Jesus Prayer and lectio divina. Most peculiar to those 
with presuppositions about what it means to be traditional, the brothers and 
sisters try to be dynamic in their thought and practice—at times innovative and 
certainly unique. Tradition is not fixed for them, nor does being traditional mean 
being good museum curators.  
 At New Skete, it is not uncommon to hear words spoken about the 
distinction between Tradition and traditions. The latter are those things passed 
down, that are important, but not always essential. They are fruitful, but only 
when they are done in a manner consistent with the Tradition. In a reflection sent 
to the Companions of New Skete, the brothers write, 
Throughout his ministry, Jesus recognized that people could get hung up 
on a tradition with a small “t” and miss the bigger “T” tradition. And he 
was absolutely resolute in challenging this whenever he encountered it. 
Mark 7 is a perfect example of this: Jesus confronts the scribes and Pharisees 
because they were using small ‘t’ “traditions” for their own selfish ends. 
Notice how he throws Isaiah back in their faces: This people honor me with 
lip service, but their hearts are far from me... their reverence of me is 
worthless…The real test of our faithfulness as disciples of Christ is not our 
conformity to small “t” tradition, but always looking to follow the Gospel 
of love. Whenever religion gets stuck in small ‘t’ rigidity, we dishonor the 
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core tradition that Jesus passed on to us: Love one another, as I have loved 
you.”703   
 
For the brothers and sisters of New Skete, “Tradition,” is ultimately about love. It 
is not about the practices that are performed—at least not in any ultimate sense. 
Returning to big “T” ad small “t” tradition once more, the brothers note, 
However, there is such a thing as a tradition with a big “T” and tradition 
with a small “t.” Tradition with a big “T” is the Gospel law of love, the 
commandment of God. This is a tradition that is always unyielding, always 
to be obeyed. But then there is a tradition with a small “t,” tradition that is 
merely custom and human convention, not law and never absolutely 
binding. It is simply how we’ve always done things. Whether it's nuns 
wearing veils, monks wearing klabuks, chanting X amount of stichera at 
Vespers, or particular fasting practices, so much of our religious practice is 
built on convention and not on gospel law. That doesn’t make it good or 
bad. It is simply how things are done in a particular place. Being conscious 
of this can only make us more tolerant of that which doesn’t conform to our 
religious norm. 704   
 
Here the brothers note that certain things, which many would assume are essential 
to monastic life or even Orthodox Christianity more broadly—like attire (klabuks) 
or the number of hymns (stichera) one is supposed to chant during the service of 
                                               
703 Companions of New Skete, "Companions of New Skete.” 
704 Companions of New Skete, "Companions of New Skete.”  
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Vespers—are actually less essential than the “law of love” which is ultimately the 
core of Christian faith for the brothers and sisters.705  
 This leaves the definition of tradition open to much fruitful debate. At New 
Skete the question of Tradition and faithfulness to it leads to a depth of reflection. 
The brothers offer these questions as they consider the significance of tradition:  
What is tradition?  What constitutes faithfulness to tradition?  Should 
popular piety or the usage of centuries be the sole guarantor of passing on 
what was bequeathed to us? What is the essence our fore-bearers, on 
another shore, struggled at great peril to preserve…?  When do we risk 
acting like the man in the Gospel who buried his coin, to keep it safe and 
sound for the Lord’s appearance?706 
 
A great concern that orients the brothers and sisters at New Skete is the desire to 
live Christian life broadly and the monastic vocation more narrowly with 
authenticity. The brothers frequently denounce the tendency in Orthodox 
Christianity—and other Christian denominations as well—to merely be museums, 
preserving the artifacts of a bygone era without actually living faith authentically. 
So much of their innovative spirit stems directly from their understanding of 
tradition as a dynamic expression of the “Gospel law of love.” It allows them to 
                                               
705 Such an understanding will have significance in the discussion of liturgical 
renewal at New Skete. 
706 Companions of New Skete, "Companions of New Skete.” 
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see not only the adaptation of older forms and the incorporation of unique 
practices into their way of life, but also permits them to see the very act of 
innovation or reform as themselves fundamental aspects of their received 
tradition. 
Innovation, Reform, and Unique Practices 
Before discussing the other members of the Communities of New Skete—the 
Dogs of New Skete—it is important to address one aspect of the community’s life, 
namely, work. Work is foundational to the monastic life according to tradition—
so, say the monks.707  This includes the labors the body, but is not limited to it. 
Written into the monastery’s typicon (monastic rule of life) is the desire for 
intellectually and spiritually rigorous work. This includes the work of translation 
and liturgical reform for which the monastery has become renowned and 
producing educational material for the edification of faithful seekers.708  Although 
                                               
707 Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 22. 
708  Though work, for the most part, means manual labor, it also includes 
intellectual pursuits as well. The Monastic Tipicon reads, “Thus, we should be concerned 
for the work of translating texts as well as writing, composing, and arranging music for 
worship, itself a sacred work, and for all the other areas of study, which deal directly and 
indirectly with our way of life. Together with worship, work constitutes the major part of 
the day, and together they form a bond linking us to more than sixteen hundred years of 
monastic history.” Ibid. 24. 
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done in an often-unique way to New Skete’s particular context, the monks see their 
work as consistent with the phronima (ethos) of an overarching tradition.  Work, 
for them, “is part and parcel of [their] life…because it is essential to monastic life 
in general.”709  This work is both for their spiritual good and is also done to meet 
the financial needs of the monastery. They are clear that their work is not done in 
the manner of the rest of the world—for “profit and status”—but, rather, done 
with a monastic approach.710 One aspect of their work for which they have become 
famous around the world is their German Shepherd breeding program and their 
dog training method about which coming sections speak.   
History of the Dogs of New Skete 
 The German Shepherd breeding and training program has become 
synonymous with New Skete. One of the brothers has noted that “New Skete has 
become a brand.”711  People seek out New Skete German Shepherds due in part to 
their high pedigree, their temperament, their physical beauty, and more 
significantly because they trust the monks. The Monks of New Skete have published 
                                               
709 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 25.  
710 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 26. 
711 Monks of New Skete, conversation with author, Cambridge 
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numerous books and produced several videos on the subject of training dogs. 
Some of the titles include: The Art of Raising a Puppy, How to Be Your Dog's Best 
Friend, Divine Canine, Dogs & Devotion, Bless the Dogs, and Let Dogs Be Dogs—all of 
which were invaluable to this chapter. There was even a short-lived TV show on 
Animal Planet, which shares a name with one of the books, Divine Canine.  In the 
program the brothers accept unruly, under-trained dogs, and put them through 
their intensive 2.5 weeks training program—the results of which are remarkable. 
This section will present some important historical information regarding the Dogs 
of New Skete.712  
The monks frequently indicated in conversation that the German Shepherd 
came to be associated with the monastery not as a result of deep meditation, but 
rather because of an early member of the community. Kyr, a German Shepherd, 
was with the monks in their early years. One of the brothers said, “After Kyr’s 
death713, we missed him.” Eventually, they got two more German Shepherds, this 
                                               
712 For ease of reference this is how the project will refer to the German Shepherds 
that are part of the breeding program at New Skete.  
713 Several of the brothers noted that Kyr’s death was quite devastating. He ran off 
one day, and they suspect he was killed by a wild dog—as he had returned previously 
with wounds from such an encounter. One of the brothers noted specifically that “the loss 
of Kyr was so profound the brothers realized depth of his importance to their lives.” 
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time two females (Jessie and Becky). The breeder from whom these dogs were 
purchased, knew that the monks needed financial stability, and suggested that 
they breed puppies for sale—as the two females were of a good line. Following 
this advice, the two females were eventually bred with some males of good stock 
and the Dogs of New Skete were established.  
 The brothers note that they did not set out to breed and raise dogs. 
However, two key factors led to their prominence in the life of the community. To 
begin, their first dog, was acquired not for breeding, but simply as a pet. Several 
times the monks noted that Kyr was like their mascot. He also brought much joy 
to their lives in the early years—as did Jessie and Becky. Kyr was their “pet and 
companion,” “a stabilizing presence in the community,” “a source of play, humor, 
and affection”714 The fact that they were German Shepherds was by chance. Kyr 
joined the community, as was noted, together with one of the brothers, while they 
were still Franciscans. Jessie and Becky were purchased because the brothers 
wanted another dog like Kyr. Despite this chance selection, the brothers do see 
                                               
Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The Philosophy of Living with Dogs" (The Art of Living 
with Your Dog Seminar, New Skete Monastery, Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). 
714 Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The Philosophy of Living with Dogs" (The Art 
of Living with Your Dog Seminar, New Skete Monastery, Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). 
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some providence in the fact that they ended up with German Shepherds. They 
describe the breed as being “versatile” and having great “endurance”715 , both 
qualities that the brothers see as valuable in the monastic life as well.716 
 A second factor that emerged in conversation and in their presentations was 
that one of the brothers, Thomas, loved dogs. Much of what they brothers knew 
about dogs came from his care in teaching them about raising and training dogs.717 
Br. Thomas was tragically killed in an auto accident. However, his memory lives 
on in the breeding and training programs that are now characteristic of New 
Skete’s way of life.  
While the brothers note that dogs were always a part of the monastery, 
again they also claim that they did not initially intend to raise dogs. Nevertheless, 
the Dogs of New Skete have come to hold a far greater significance in the life of the 
                                               
715 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
716 Below there will be a discussion of the dog as a type of the monk, a metaphor 
that the monks frequently noted. 
717 In addition to the insights of Br. Thomas, the brothers credit the assistance of 
friends of the monastery—particularly Alice Rigs and Helen “Scootie” Shurlock—in 
expanding and solidifying their knowledge of dogs. Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The 
Philosophy.” 
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Monastery than they first imagined.718 They did not, at the outset, “know how their 
work with dogs would take shape.” 719  Interestingly—given the reason for 
breeding the first puppies—although the there is money involved in this work,720 
it is not what preserves them in the endeavor today. It is instead the practices of 
breeding, raising, and training of dogs that have become essential for their own 
sake—the good inherent to them. So true this has become that the communities 
have written these practices into the very typicon (rule of life) of the monastery. 
They must always breed and train German Shepherds even when not profitable.721 
This feature of New Skete’s way of life is curious. What is it about this practice in 
particular that has made it foundational to their experience as monastics? The 
following section will present some of the experiences of note in the life of the 
monastery that one can witness when visiting the monastery. These vignettes will 
reveal the way of life of the monastery and how their practices—like dog breeding, 
raising, and training—have given shape to this way of life. For the monks there is 
                                               
718 This chapter will elaborate on this further below.  
719 Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The Philosophy.” 
720 We discussed the role of work briefly in the previous section.  
721 Cf. New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 26.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
443 
something spiritually significant about the work that they are doing with the 
German Shepherds and other dogs that corresponds to their monastic vocation in 
a deep and profound way. As one of the brothers noted in his seminar 
presentation, “Dogs are able to touch us on a deeper, spiritual level.”722 
Part II: A Description of the Community  
The Grounds 
Set atop a hill, on narrow dirt road up from Emmaus House, the retreat 
house, where guests of the monastery stay, is a beautiful, but sparse collection of 
buildings. On the right as, one enters the main property one can see a relatively 
small, barn style building, named the Maurice Sendak Training Building.723 Outside 
                                               
722 Brother Christopher, "Introduction" (The Art of Living with Your Dog Seminar, 
New Skete Monastery, Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). 
723 The building was named after the famous children’s book author, (Where the 
Wild Things Are). On their training program website, the monks write, “Maurice Sendak 
was a dear friend of New Skete for many years. Not only was a lover of all things dog, he 
saw clearly their spiritual importance and how they can enrich our lives when they are 
cared for and loved. Maurice included his dogs in each of his books and their presence 
reflects just how vital they were to his inspiration. We are blessed to have known his 
friendship and support and through the generosity of the Maurice Sendak Foundation we 
honor his legacy and keep his memory eternal.” New Skete Monasteries, "Welcome to 
New Skete Monasteries," New Skete Monasteries, accessed June 12, 2018, 
https://newskete.org/dog-training. 
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the building there is a large, grassy field, surrounded by a black metal fence, in 
which the training takes place.  
Further up the road, also on the right there is a smaller building, with a 
more industrial look with large kennels off to the rear right of the building, and 
additional kennels connected to the front of the building. This is the breeding 
program building. At different times of the year, when the dogs are in heat, they 
are brought to this facility to breed. When they are ready to give birth, mother and 
puppies return for care and socialization. The kennel off the back of the building 
is populated at different times during the day with the brothers’ dogs, who are 
brought there to exercise and to socialize while the brothers attend to their other 
daily tasks.  
Across the road is a large grassy area that leads further up the hill. Parallel 
to the road in an area of the front lawn is a monastery’s cemetery, where one might 
see a small pack of puppies from the breeding program playing or being 
socialized. The prominent position of the cemetery speaks to the common 
monastic practice of remembrance of death. About this space the monks write,  
“It is not as grim as it sounds: In addition to our monks and nuns, many of 
our friends wish to be buried at an Orthodox monastery, and the cemetery 
is a salutary reminder of mortality. The simple wooden crosses keep quiet 
watch over a peaceful landscape of rolling terrain filled with birds, bushes, 
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trees, and ever-changing colors that follow the seasons. And the puppies 
don’t seem to mind. We let them play in the open section of the yard, always 
respectful of the nearby graves, but also secure in the knowledge that our 
departed brothers and sisters would happily approve.”724  
 
This passage speaks of the normalcy of the presence of the dogs in the life of the 
monastery and their prominent role in the community. This idea will be a common 
theme throughout this chapter.  
Further up the road is the main monastery buildings. In the center of a small 
circular drive is a modest chapel, dedicated to the feast of the Transfiguration, built 
by the monks when they arrived at this present location. It has a rustic look, with 
dark wood and burgundy coloring. Sitting atop the cruciform structure, are seven 
traditional onion domes—each crowned with an Orthodox three bar cross. Just 
across the circular drive is a small bell tower with several bells, which are 
melodically tolled together to signify the start of worship services. To the right of 
the bell tower in a concrete path that leads up to the larger church, dedicated to 
                                               
724  Monks of New Skete and Marc Goldberg, Let Dogs Be Dogs: Understanding 
Canine Nature and Mastering the Art of Living with Your Dog (New York: Little Brown &, 
2017), 18. 
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Holy Wisdom (Christ).725 The building, dark red with brown roof—also adorned 
with a few onion domes—is built in a basilica style, long and rectangular. Set just 
behind the bell tower and the church is the monastic cloister and the main 
monastery building. 
Worship at New Skete 
Pilgrims and guests alike are welcomed to the church each day, for 
morning, midday, and evening liturgical prayer: Matins726, with the occasional 
Divine Liturgy on appointed days, in the morning, tersext in the midday727, and 
                                               
725  Nicholas Denysenko notes that the Chapel of Holy Wisdom was built in 
response to the community’s desire to “[implement] an adapted liturgical ethos rooted in 
renewal… the church is actually designed for efficiency. The monks built the church so 
they could celebrate a modified cathedral liturgy that was conducive to their 
contemporary monastic setting.” Nicholas E. Denysenko, Theology and Form: Contemporary 
Orthodox Architecture in America (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2017), 
183.  
726 With the exception of Sunday mornings and important days, called feasts, the 
Nuns of New Skete do not regularly attend morning worship together with the Monks. 
Instead they hold their own Matins service at the convent. They found that the commute 
to the main monastery poses challenges to their work—the Nuns make cheesecakes for 
sale around the country, which are in high-demand. Therefore, most days the whole 
community only gathers for Vespers in the evenings.  
727 Although the guests of the community are welcome to this service, it is not 
attended by all of the monastics. One monk is assigned, on rotation, the task of reading 
the tersext service on behalf of the entire community—usually in the smaller chapel 
dedicated to the Feast of the Transfiguration.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
447 
vespers in the evening.728 As one approaches the door one sees a sign which reads 
“Church of the Holy Wisdom.” This author notes it is a fitting place to conduct 
research—as one certainly hopes research of this kind will lead to the acquisition 
of some holy wisdom. In the morning the church lit only by the sun as it enters in 
through the numerous small window that line the walls of the church. A few 
candles further offer their light to the space. Anyone familiar with the sights and 
smells of an Orthodox church, would recognize the space. It preserves many 
traditional Orthodox features—the beautiful icons and the scent of incense 
contribute to a sense of movement from the world outside and this space, sacred, 
set aside for some other use. Carved wooden chairs lined up in a line on three sides 
                                               
728 As will elaborated below, this actually represents a reduced liturgical ordo for 
an Orthodox Liturgy of the Hours. The monks and nuns, quite early in their history, 
understood that their liturgical practice needed to reflect their contextual needs—
particularly their economic productions—while fostering community. Concerning this 
Denysenko writes, “A spirit of self-sustenance defines the community’s ethos; the 
members’ livelihood depends on their work, and they built the monastery’s buildings 
themselves. The realities of their working schedule permit them to meet twice a day for 
community prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours, for Matins and Vespers… the structure of 
the Liturgy of the Hours enjoyed a symbiosis with their work. Matins provided the 
necessary food to begin the workday, and the labors of the day naturally concluded with 
community prayer. The most salient feature of the worship was the necessity of gathering 
with the community, to join in doxological praise and petition with the same people with 
whom one has labored, eaten, quarreled, and rejoiced.” Denysenko, Theology and Form, 
185-186.  
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of the space, taking up about a third church. At the other end of the church there 
is a large altar area raised slightly above the rest of the floor. Around the altar there 
is an iconostasis (icon screen), common in the architecture of the Orthodox church. 
However, rather than a solid wall, there is a series of wooden columns marking 
the division of the altar and the nave, or main part of the church. Rails at the 
bottom and arches at the top connected the columns. In the middle of each space 
between the columns there is an icon of one of the saints. Looking above the back 
of the altar area there is a large icon of Jesus Christ enthroned with angels 
surrounding him—a representation of Christ, the “Holy Wisdom” of God. 
Centered on the ceiling above nave, in the area just above the chairs, another large 
icon is painted. This one of the Virgin Mary with her arms stretched out in the 
orans position.729  Just below the ceiling on each wall there is a number of full-
statured icons painted. Interestingly enough, these figures were of saints and holy 
people of both the Eastern and Western Christian traditions. There were both 
                                               
729 This marks a departure from more traditional icon schemes in the Orthodox 
tradition, which usually sees an icon of Jesus Christ—enthroned or a bust—named 
“Pantocrator” (“Ruler of all”) in the dome or on the ceiling above the nave. Traditionally, 
the image of the Mary—name “Platitera ton Ouranon” (“More Spacious than the 
Heavens”) is found in the front of the church in the apse above the altar area.  
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historical and more contemporary figures.730  The monks state that the people 
depicted are of particular importance to the monastery. It is not common to see 
figure from East and West together in a Church, and less common to see people 
not yet canonized as saints to be depicted in worship space.  
The liturgical services are conducted in a unique form at New Skete. They 
are renowned in the Orthodox Church and in the liturgical scholarship 
community, for their liturgical renewal projects, and their adaptability. The 
worship services are conducted in tones and words that would be familiar to 
anyone with even a cursory experience of Orthodox worship. The style and 
language of the liturgical services are also easily recognized as Christian ritual 
liturgical practice. It shares some similar structural forms that one would 
experience regularly in worship services in the Orthodox Church more broadly; 
however, it is still quite unique in the Orthodox world.  
                                               
730 For a detailed account of the icons present in the church of Holy Wisdom at 
New Skete and their significance to the community see Nicholas E. Denysenko, Theology 
and Form, 188-193. 
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One of the key features of the liturgical structure at New Skete is their 
intentional restoration of significant features of the cathedral rite 731 , with its 
stational liturgies, ritual entrances into the church building, and use of the ambo732 
in liturgical practice. 733  This is particularly true in the performance of the 
Eucharistic rite of the monastery. Denysenko writes,  
New Skete’s liturgy has restored these elements of the cathedral rite to the 
Eucharistic liturgy. New Skete has three variants of the Liturgy of the Word: 
in version 1, the antiphons are sung in procession outside; in version 2, the 
antiphons are sung in the narthex; and in version 3, the community gathers 
outside the doors of the temple for the entrance prayer, which is taken from 
the earliest extant Constantinopolitan euchologion, Codex Barberini 336.734 
 
                                               
731  The liturgical rite performed in Constantinople during the height of the 
Byzantine Empire.  
732 Greek term denoting the pulpit—the raised structure from which the scripture 
would be read and homily preached. In the church of Holy Wisdom at new Skete the 
“ambo” is a level surface in the middle of the nave, with a stool and small pulpit stand.  
733 This project is not a work of liturgical scholarship. Although this chapter will 
discuss some of the unique features of the liturgical practices of New Skete and offer a 
brief account of the history of their liturgical renewal program, this is not its primary aim. 
Instead, it seeks to show how the community goes about the latter, in order to inform the 
former—paying particular attention to the communal decision-making process that 
shaped and continues to shape the not only the liturgical practices of the monastery, but 
all of the practices that constitute its way of life.  
734 Denysenko, Theology and Form, 193-194. 
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The liturgical practice of New Skete includes processions which incorporates not 
only the church structures, but the people as well. Denysenko continues, 
The architecture facilitates a sense of liturgical progression in the 
Eucharistic liturgy. In New Skete’s restoration, the church sings the 
psalmody outside the nave in front of the small fountain: upon entering, 
everyone takes their proper place, with the presider and assistants in the 
center of the ambo, the assembly in the seats, and the choir positioned to 
the left. The architecture facilitates a sense of communal prayer, as everyone 
is gathered in the nave with the clergy on the ambo.735 
 
The liturgical renewal project, particularly the restoration of major features of the 
cathedral Eucharistic rite, reflects the both the needs of the community and their 
desire to live an authentic Eastern Christian monasticism in their contemporary 
context.736 However, the renewal and reform of liturgical practice are not limited 
to the restoration of ancient forms. This is an important point of resonance with 
the larger project, which will be explored more fully in the final chapter.  
Time is distributed much differently than one normally encounters in 
Orthodox worship. At times, unexpected communal acts take place that are both 
traditional and adaptive in form. As sometimes happens in Orthodox worship the 
congregation might be directed to sit whilst a selection from a text was read. 
                                               
735 Denysenko, Theology and Form, 194. 
736 Cf. The Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9. 
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Although on occasion non-scriptural texts, such as the lives of the saints or writing 
of a Church Father are read publicly in worship, rarely is a piece of contemporary 
spiritual literature read during Orthodox worship. At times, one of the brothers or 
sisters will read from a non-traditional text, while introducing it in a traditional 
manner. For instance, the brother might proclaim, “The reading is from The Way 
of the Monk. Let us be attentive.” This formula is recognizable, but the text was not. 
The text referenced above highlighted the difference between the monk and the 
person living in the world. Unexpected words like “businessmen,” “driving,” and 
other contemporary concerns might ring through the air—something that might 
not seem out of place to everyone, but it would not be something expected by one 
familiar with Orthodox liturgical practice.  
At the conclusion of a reading—again from scripture, the life or writings of 
a saint, or a text of spiritual significance—there is extended period of silence—a 
pause of sorts in the midst of worship to open up a period of quiet contemplation. 
The brother who reads the passage might even turn an hourglass over to time the 
silence—though in other instances, time is utilized much less rigidly. More 
customary series of hymns and prayers are also recited. Each part is done 
corporately, with the exception of the recitation of brief solo verse by one of the 
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brothers or a petition or prayer said by the priest. The psalms and hymns are 
chanted or read in unison—either monophonically or in harmony.  
After each major reading—either the one mentioned above or later when 
the Gospel was read—there is a period of silence—again highlighting the role of 
quiet contemplation as both an individual and corporate activity. The inclusion of 
such pauses in liturgical movement, reflects the contemplative spirit that is central 
to New Skete’s way of life. The brothers and sisters often sit with eyes closed, 
praying quietly and stilly. This stands in contrast to the majority of the service, 
which is conducted whilst the community stands and sings aloud. At the close of 
the services in the morning and evening the brothers and their guests gather in the 
dining hall to share a communal meal.  
A Community Acting in Communion  
Everything that the community does is the product of some communal 
discernment. The sections on the German Shepherd program and liturgical 
renewal will show this more clearly. However, it would likely be beneficial to see 
how communal discernment shapes other aspect of the community as well. As 
noted above, the icons in the Church of Holy Wisdom are quite unique. They 
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include both Eastern and Western Christian saints.737 This makes sense given the 
community’s history—being at one time Catholic and now Orthodox.738 However, 
                                               
737 Western saints also join Easter saints in liturgical hymnody at new Skete as well. 
Likewise, given their unique context—a community of monks, nuns, and parishioners, 
with many converts to Eastern Orthodoxy—the liturgical publications of New Skete try 
to include saints from various stations in life—male and female, monastic and lay. They 
write, 
Our religious communities here at New Skete represent several lifestyles in the 
church: we are not only monks and nuns, but we also have a community of 
married people as well as a parish situation. In addition, we receive a constant 
stream of visitors and retreatants from all kinds of backgrounds, Accordingly, we 
have selected certain monastic saint for the calendar that are not normally found 
in the universal listing: we have brought husband and wife commemorations, and 
we have given better recognition to women for their place in the history of 
Christian sanctity. Furthermore, since we are Orthodox living in a western milieu, 
and because so many converts to Orthodoxy come from various forms of 
Christianity, we see the natural pastoral desirability of bringing certain western 
saints into our calendar, thus recognizing the sanctity attained in the west as well 
as representing various western nationalities.” (Monks of New Skete, Troparia and 
Kondakia (Cambridge, NY: New Skete, 1984), xiv.) 
A secondary theme that emerges from this quote, that of the pastoral motivations of 
adapting the practice of commemoration, also arises in other aspects of the witness of New 
Skete, and will be discussed at greater length below.  
738  The tendency to balance between Eastern and Western Christian traditions 
extends beyond the iconography in the chapel. At New Skete many of the practices 
performed by the monks and nuns arise out of both sides of the Eastern and Western 
divide. For example, the practice hesychia—or prayer of the heart—through the use of the 
Jesus Prayer (Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me)—a practice common in the East that 
has had a resurgence in recent years. They also practice lectio divina in a form that has its 
roots in the Western Christian tradition. Likewise, they preserve their devotion to St. 
Francis of Assisi, honoring their foundations in the Franciscan order. In a reflection 
distributed to the Companions on October 4th, 2017, the brothers write, “St Francis may not 
have a spot on the Orthodox liturgical calendar, but he is certainly a saint of the universal church 
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more peculiar to this community is the inclusion of persons that are not saints in 
either tradition. It is not unheard of for monasteries to have images painted in an 
iconographic style depicting people not yet formally recognized as saints. 739 
Nevertheless these images are not usually found in a church or chapel. One of the 
monks shared stories concerning the origins of the icons and how they were 
chosen. Like many of the aspects of the monastery’s life, the selection of the icons 
was a community effort. The brother insisted that much thought and conversation 
went into the iconography project and the final choice was a communal endeavor. 
The communal discernment of the monastery, that is how decisions in the 
community are made, is done through the Monastic Council.  
The Monastic Council, as it is called, is the governing body of the 
community. The monks cite ancient sources as the origins of this body. 740 The 
                                               
and deserves appropriate honor and respect.” ("Companions of New Skete--Reflection 10-02-
2017," e-mail to Companions of New Skete, October 4, 2017.) The fluidity of their practices 
and liturgical worship will be explored further below.  
739 Prior to his canonization in the Orthodox Church, an image in iconographic 
style of St. Paisios of Mount Athos was painted on one of the walls of the monastery of 
Souroti, just outside the city of Thessaloniki, GR. This was not however, painted in the 
Church itself, but on a wall in another building.  
740 Cf. New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 19. 
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Monastic Council, made up of all the members of the particular monastery—either 
the Monks or Nuns—is tasked with attending to the concerns of the community, 
“both spiritual and material.”741  These tasks include: Electing a new superior, 
advising said superior, and making determinations about the life of the 
community. The superior must “obtain the majority approval” of the Monastic 
Council in order to make decisions that affect the life of the community. The 
superior is elected for a term of six years. The Monks and Nuns select their own 
superiors individually. Their two councils form the synod, the governing body of 
New Skete. Conciliarity is foundational to the Orthodox Church and the early 
monastic tradition, both of which the communities at New Skete try to embody. It 
is therefore also a central practice of the monastery.  
The Search for an Authentic, Historic, and Yet Indigenous, American Eastern 
Christian Monasticism 
 Through conversations with the brothers and sisters and readings about the 
monastery one finds that, in part, the sentiments behind the building of New Skete 
and the particularities of its practices were rooted in the desire for a more authentic 
                                               
741 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 19. 
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monasticism that spoke both to the rich history of Christian monasticism and the 
contemporary context in which the brothers—and later sister—were and continue 
to be. The hope was to answer a call to “an authentic Eastern Christian 
monasticism for our day, inspired by the vision of the early monastic fathers.”742 
Their orientation, places them well within the aims of the larger project and well-
established conversational partners. They hoped to “incarnate the simplicity of the 
original principles of monastic life” but without the burden of institutionalization, 
which they felt had been imposed on monasticism over the centuries.743  They 
wanted it, however, to “make sense for twentieth-century America.” 744  The 
community has said elsewhere that “New Skete’s entire history has been 
characterized by…[their] efforts to translate the essentials of early Christian 
monasticism to an American culture capable of transforming us today.”745 The next 
                                               
742 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
 
743 Cf. Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9. 
 
744  Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9-10. 
 
745  "About Us," New Skete Monasteries, accessed March 08, 2016, 
http://www.newskete.org/about-us.html.  
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chapter will draw out aspects of these aims that resonate with the aims and 
findings of the preceding chapters.  
 In conversation, one of the brothers clarified the reasoning behind the 
orientation of the monastery’s perspective. He said, “The challenge that 
monasticism is facing in the US is that many people look romantically at the forms 
of the past, or the old-world, or the imagined form that might not even be 
grounded in reality. This precludes the cultivation of an indigenous 
monasticism.”746 However, he also noted that the dream that the founders once 
had is beginning to be reshaped as a result of declining numbers.  
He also noted that the community is in a transition because coenobitic 
monasticism is on the decline in the US. He stated “[The Monks of New Skete] 
have a new program in the works. People are welcome to stay at the community, 
live the life, but not commit to, or make any vows, to the community. We will call 
them Companions of New Skete747...Unlike the Companions of New Skete,” a group 
                                               
746 Monks of New Skete, conversation with author.  
747 At the time of writing this, the new incarnation of the Companions of New Skete 
is firmly established. See section (New) Companions of New Skete above.  
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of vowed married couples, that once were part of the New Skete communities748, 
“these companions do not take vows. They stay for a period of time.”  The hope is 
that this will turn into a new incarnation of monasticism a “non-local 
monasticism” as one of the brothers called it. The brother claimed that this was 
likely “a more ancient vision of the monastic vocation.” As noted in the first 
section, the new incarnation of the Companions is now a vibrant community. They 
have even met as a group to better discern what they want as a community.  
Breaking Bread and Having Conversation 
 In some Orthodox monastic contexts, meals are conducted in total silence.749  
This was not always the case at New Skete. There are times, particularly in retreat 
                                               
748 As noted in the first section, until recently there were a group of “married 
monastics” called The Companions of New Skete, who lived in what is not the guest house 
of the monastery. They were vowed members of the communities of New Skete, but were 
married and not celibate. This is of course a somewhat unique vocation in the history of 
monasticism, but the community argues that it has its roots in the earliest Christian 
communities—like the ones describe in the book of acts.  
749 There are a number of general regulations that most Orthodox monasteries 
require of pilgrims who visit. Some monasteries make their particular requirements know 
to pilgrims before their arrival. For a general list of requirements for visitors to Orthodox 
monasteries see "Monastery and Convent Etiquette," Orthodox Christian Information 
Center, accessed June 13, 2018, http://orthodoxinfo.com/praxis/monastery_etiquette.aspx. 
New Skete has its own requirements for pilgrims and visitors, however, the requirements 
are objectively more relaxed than those at other Orthodox monasteries. See New Skete 
Monasteries, "Welcome to New Skete Monasteries," New Skete Monasteries, accessed 
June 13, 2018, https://newskete.org/visit. 
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settings, where the monks encourage pilgrims to enjoy an intentional silence 
during one or more meals. During many meals, conversation about 
documentaries, dogs, and even politics were commonplace. At the meals it is not 
uncommon to encounter the German Shepherds, as they are the constant 
companions of the brother to whom they are assigned. One of the monks noted 
that upon the birth of a litter of the puppies some that seem like they are of good 
stock are assigned each to one of the monks or nuns to be raised until the dog 
graduates from the breeding program and is adopted. One of the brothers also 
indicated that Fr. Lawrence, one of the founders of the monastery, had thought of 
making this one of the monastery’s formal practices (the monks are very open and 
willing to answer questions about the practice of breeding and training the 
German Shepherds).  
 During the dinners—served at noon each day—the brothers play an audio 
recording or read from something edifying. This does not take up the whole meal, 
but it provides some spiritual nourishment and some food for thought. When 
asked how they made their selections, the brothers answered that these selections 
spoke to them in some way.  Some of the recordings or books were by Orthodox 
Christian scholars who had visited the monastery in the past. Others were works 
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of contemporary non-Orthodox religious or spiritual writers, whose message 
resonated with the brothers. They said, it is not so much who is saying or writing 
as much as what they are saying. In conversation, one of the sisters spoke about a 
contemporary Buddhist author, repeating “Isn’t this true? Isn’t this Orthodox?”750 
She went on to say how “fruitful” texts like these were in her monastic journey. 
Paraphrasing another interaction, she said, “Is it true? Is it fruitful?  If so, then it is 
good.”751 
                                               
750 Sisters of New Skete, conversation with the author, Cambridge, NY. 
 
751 Sisters of New Skete, conversation with the author. A clear example of the 
perspective that lays beneath the sister’s sentiment comes from a reflection distributed to 
the companions on February 14th, 2018. It reads, 
Jesus humbles his listeners by acknowledging the reality of faith outside of Israel. 
A gentile manifests more faith than anything he’s seen in Israel, in his own people. 
How might we understand this for today, for ourselves?  First, by humbly 
acknowledging that the Spirit moves powerfully beyond the institutional borders 
of our Church. Second, we can learn from examples of faith and holiness beyond 
the Orthodox Church. For us, to be authentically Orthodox paradoxically means 
recognizing the breadth of holiness present in non-Orthodox people. This doesn’t 
mean that we don't acknowledge serious theological disagreements between 
ourselves and other believers, but nevertheless, we can learn and benefit from the 
example of faith and holiness present in a Mother Teresa, in a Martin Luther King 
Jr, in a Dorothy Day, in a Dietrich Bonhoeffer... Let us never be afraid of those 
whom Jesus would say of today, “truly, I tell you, never have I seen such faith in 
Orthodoxy. ("Companions of New Skete--Reflection 02-14-2018," e-mail to 
Companions of New Skete, February 14, 2018.) 
This stands in stark contrast to some streams of contemporary Orthodox Christianity. 
Nevertheless, there are those from the historical tradition, St. Basil for example, who 
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 The library at the guest house and the bookshelves placed in the many 
sitting areas of the monastery spoke to this phronima—a word that frequently came 
up in conversation. In addition to Orthodox and Catholic texts, there were books 
on philosophy, psychology, anthropology, religion, literature, poetry, etc. When 
asked about why the books were chosen the brothers replied, often with a smile, 
they speak to us. One of the brothers, guest-master at the guest house, when asked 
where the books in the library came from? Who picked them out? He replied, “One 
of the sisters wanted to learn more about Buddhism, so we got some books for her. 
We just pick books we like and they end up in the library.”  Another one of the 
brothers—who was responsible for the liturgical services at the monastery—
offered a tour of the larger library in the main monastic cloister. He joked that he 
was, “particularly fond of liturgical books.”  He pointed out texts in many 
languages—some that he admittedly could not read. There was not any indication 
that each of the brothers reads from any the books regularly, but it was clear that 
the presence of such eclectic volumes was intentional—truth could be found 
anywhere, if you know what to look for.  
                                               
would argue that one is able to draw the good from most any source. See for example St. 
Basil’s “Letters to Young Men Concerning Greek Letters.” 
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 It was this diversity of interest that was often the topic of conversation at 
the meals. After the readings or audio recordings were finished, the dialogue 
began. Depending on who was present—that is, which guest—the conversation 
was radically different. During one of the research visits, there was an Orthodox 
priest visiting from New Jersey for a few days. He happened to have spent many 
years serving as a chaplain in the armed forces. At the meals, the brothers probed 
him asking many questions about his experiences. They listened with attention—
and with what appeared to be a great bit of fascination—as the priest recounted 
numerous tales from his experiences. Each guest was a welcomed presence. The 
volume of questions and the attention given to their answered spoke to the 
phronima that led them to read and listen eclectically. Below this chapter will argue 
that this phroneima—this worldview—is one of the sources of their unique 
practices—including those related to breeding and training dogs and their 
commitment to liturgical and monastic renewal.  
Part III: The Dogs 
Dog Breeding and Training as a Practice: Learning the Practice—Technique and 
Experience in Practice 
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All practices, take some effort to master—they require practice and 
discipline. Practices are learned through ongoing performance. At New Skete the 
practices related to dog breeding, raising, and training, emerged naturally out of 
their work with their dogs, but with attention to learning. One of the monks, now 
in charge of the breeding program, never even had a dog before coming to the 
monastery. Though he did not immediately take over the breeding program upon 
his arrival, when the time came for him to take on the responsibility, he had come 
to understand the nuances of the practice—with its additional New Skete tinges. 
The monks affirm that although much of their practical wisdom—that is, the 
learning they glean from experience752—was accompanied by faithful study of 
important texts—dog breeding and training texts that is. They write,  
From the beginning we studied our breeding and training plans carefully. 
We acquainted ourselves with any and all information we could find on the 
subject. We contacted prominent breeders and trainers, asking for advice 
and counsel. Professionals recognized our sincere interest and desire to 
learn, and shared their knowledge with us, in time helping us develop a 
sound breeding program. We owe them a lot, and we shall be forever 
grateful for their generosity and help…we continue to study and keep up 
with the latest advances in training and dog behavior. In a sense, we are 
                                               
752 They note, “Our knowledge in dog behavior and training grew naturally out of 
our experiences with our own dogs.” Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best 
Friend (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2002), 11. 
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always beginners, and we have found a learner's stance to be beneficial in 
increasing our knowledge of training and breeding.753  
 
Another of the brothers noted that when he was placed in charge of the training 
program, he did not know exactly what he was doing. He recalls that the practical 
wisdom of one of the brothers, Thomas, who was an especially astute dog handler 
had embedded itself in the ethos of the monastery—though he had died tragically 
long before. About him they share,  
Brother Thomas began training our German shepherds to live in the 
monastery as a group and maintain quiet and order, important to monastic 
life… Whenever a new monk entered, he was apprenticed to Brother 
Thomas and learned training skills. More than merely instructing his 
apprentices in handling skills and techniques (at which he was an expert), 
Brother Thomas tried to communicate an intuitive way of dealing with 
dogs. He emphasized "listening" to the animal and "reading" the dog's 
reactions. His training and handling skills were thus passed on in an oral 
tradition that is still alive at New Skete.754 
 
The Monks of New Skete insist that they are always learning, growing, acquiring 
practical wisdom from their experiences in performing the practices related to the 
dogs. Certainly, there is technique that emerges in the apprenticeship that happens 
over the years, but this is always accompanied by other ways of learning—the 
                                               
753 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 11-13. 
754 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 11. 
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cultivation of an “intuition” and ethos, that comes from engaging with the dogs 
themselves.  
The idea of apprenticeship is important in the life of the monastery as a 
whole as much as in the practices related to the dogs of New Skete. As noted 
above, new monks would be apprenticed to a senior monk to “learn training 
skills.” As a new monk enters he is also functions as an apprentice in other aspects 
of the way of life of the monastery. About this period the monks instruct, 
Traditionally, novices must spend at least three years as apprentices in the 
monastic life. During this time, they receive practical instruction in 
monastic spiritual life, community life, the liturgy, the scriptures, Church 
history, music, etc. that they will need to live the monastic ideal. All of this, 
together with openness, sincerity, trust, and generosity helps them further 
discern their vocation and prepares them to make life profession.755 
 
This goes to show that whether it is a specific practice like dog breeding or 
training, or a complex of practices like the monastic life, one cannot master it apart 
from one’s relationship with the community. However, this does not mean that 
one’s own experiences do not shape the way that these practices manifest in the 
one’s unique expression. As will become more apparent below, it was the unique 
                                               
755 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 27. 
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experiences of the individual monks and nuns—and them coming together—that 
have shaped the dog breeding and training programs at New Skete. 
The Importance of Experience 
As noted above in the history of New Skete, the Dogs of New Skete were not 
an initial intention of the monastery. Nevertheless, as one of the brothers notes, 
“Wisdom arises out of our concrete experiences.”756 In the case of the dogs, the 
practices associated with breeding and raising German Shepherds and their 
training program more generally happened naturally. The experiences that the 
brother—and the sisters—had, shaped their perspective. It also provided them 
with insights that have help countless other cultivate deep and meaningful 
relationships with their dogs.  
 In their experiences, the brothers note that their relationship with the dogs 
in more akin to companionship than simply having them as pets. The dogs offer 
the brothers so much. Of note is that idea of tactile affection—the ability to touch 
another intimately is not always available to monastics. The dogs provide a 
“natural,” “healthy outlet” for the brothers to experience the “vital and life-giving” 
                                               
756 Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The Philosophy.” 
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experience of touch.757 Likewise, the dogs opened up new avenues for spiritual 
experiences, glimpses of the divine, which the monks see as a chief purpose of 
their monastic vocation. The practices of breeding, raising, and training dogs, have 
become spiritual activities for the brothers.  
The Spiritual Practices of Breeding, Raising, and Training Dogs 
Animals are not unusual to find in monastic contexts. It is not uncommon 
to find farm animals or even household pets living in a monastery. However, at 
New Skete something unique is taking place. According to the monks, the 
practices they perform including breeding, raising, and training dogs have become 
something more than simple activities. They are instead a part of the spiritual life 
of the community.758  The animals do not join the monks and nuns in worship 
services—at least regularly759 —but there is a clearly divine orientation to the 
practices—the short-lived TV show produced by the monastery and the book 
inspired by it was even called Divine Canine. This section will present some of the 
                                               
757 Brother Christopher, "New Skete: The Philosophy.” 
758 See above note 639. 
759 A few of the brothers would have a dog with them during the midday services; 
this story is recounted below.  
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themes that emerge out of the community’s literature, seminars, and conversations 
that took place during several research visits to the monastery.  The brothers—and 
sisters—frequently discuss their way of life and the unique practices that 
constitute it. In presenting these things, this section will offer some insight into 
what the monks would describe as the spiritual art of raising dogs.760  
What is it about the dogs that makes them so important to the monastic life 
at New Skete?  In part, they provide an opportunity for the community to 
participate in God’s work of creation. From Bass and Dykstra’s perspective, this 
fact means that the activities that comprise the breeding and training programs are 
Christian practices. They are a response to God’s call to participate in God’s own 
creative act.  
The recognition of this by the monks has allowed the breeding and training 
programs to take on a new significance over the years. As noted above, the 
Monastic Typicon insists that there must always be German Shepherd dogs present 
at the monastery—with special emphasis on the breeding program. This is true 
even if the breeding program is no longer a significant source of sustaining capital 
                                               
760 Here inspiration comes from one of the texts produced by the community called 
The Art of Raising a Puppy.   
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for the monastery—something that was, at one time, the purpose of the program. 
Now, as one of the brothers said, the breeding program itself often operates at a 
deficit. If the breeding program was established as a way for the monks to sustain 
themselves, why do it now, if they are not making money? According to the 
monks, it has a great deal to do with how the practices contribute to the spiritual 
formation that comes through the performance of the activities related to the 
program and how that connects to their vocations as monastics in the 
contemporary context. Performing such activities opens the monks up to the 
presence of God in the midst of creation. In a way, fostering participation in God 
own sustaining activities in the world. Such language is reminiscent of the telos of 
Christian practices as understood by Bass, Dykstra, and even Maximus.  
The role that their dogs play in their way of life, and how the practices 
related to the dogs, help shape that way of life is worth reflecting upon. For the 
monks, dogs call them to a deeper understanding of what life has to offer. The 
write, “Our dog friends, like life itself, are trying to get our attention. Maybe our 
canine connection is the missing link, a crucial invitation to respond to this great 
call to a richer, more abundant banquet of life that is already prepared and 
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waiting.”761 This section will discuss four aspects of the practices that relate to the 
monastic vocation and the spiritual formation that is its aim 1) the dog as a teacher 
2) the dog as a monk: dog training as an image of monastic formation 3) the dog 
as a spiritual companion, making the monastic aware of her/his interior state 4) 
the dog as a means of engaging in meaningful relations with creation and by 
extension God. This discussion draws on conversations with the brothers and 
sisters, seminar presentations, and from the monastery’s published materials and 
media to illustrate these points. Thus, this section will reveal that this practice 
although unique and innovative manifests the very search for authentic 
spirituality that was what sparked a group of men and women to come together 
in the first place.  
The Dog as a Teacher 
 As unexpected was the role that the dogs would ultimately play in the life 
of the monastery as a whole for the founding members New Skete, so too have 
many of the brothers discovered the role that the dogs have played in their unique 
journeys as monks unexpected. One of the brothers stated:  
                                               
761 Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 5. 
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My journey here at New Skete has been quite an adventure into the 
unexpected. And the impact of dogs on my life may be the most unexpected 
of all. Sure, I knew dogs were a part of life at New Skete. But never having 
had a dog of my own, I really had no idea how dogs fit into human life. 
Before coming here, the only dogs I ever knew anything about were owned 
by other people. 762 
 
At present this brother is the director of the breeding program. His reflection on 
his time working with dogs at New Skete offers much to the conversation about 
the theme of dog as teacher.763 This brief section will recount some of the lessons 
that dogs can teach humans. These lessons come by way of reflection by one of the 
brothers—who insists these “lessons” are just the result of his own meditation on 
the experiences over more than two decades at New Skete.764 
 The Brother notes several “lessons”765 that he gleaned from his experiences 
with his dogs 1) “just spending even a little time with another can make a big 
                                               
762 Brother Luke, " Why breed German shepherd dogs?" (The Art of Living with 
Your Dog Seminar, New Skete Monastery, Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). 
763 See also, Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 11. 
764 These “lessons” come from a presentation at their seminar The Art of Living with 
Your Dog. They are used with permission.  
765  He qualifies his reflection stating, “When I speak about Gig [his first dog] 
teaching me lessons, this is not a scientific analysis. I do not imagine that she is calculating 
what my next lesson will be. She is simply being herself, and by so doing, she gives me a 
glimpse at what authentic living looks like as a canine and if I am lucky, my eyes might 
be opened to how that translates to a human being.” Brother Luke, " Why breed German 
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difference. Time is precious, how we spend it, even more so!” 2) “you can’t control 
everyone and everything, so don’t try to. You have to let it go and let it be” 3) 
“disasters happen, you can’t let them control you. And when it is part of the 
natural order of things, we need to step aside” 4) “behavior [canine or human] will 
not always be the same even in unchanged circumstances. Actions that are not 
contrary to one’s nature nevertheless may not be safe. Vigilance and patience are 
always wise” 5) “as a monk being asked to let go of inanimate things [our 
possessions] or our own cherished ideas, is a lot easier than letting go of living 
beings. Dogs have a much better ability to face the end of life. Will I ever reach 
their level?” 6) “dogs make transitions better than we do.” 7) “Don’t assume that 
domesticated animals have lost connection with their natural instincts from the 
wild. Don’t assume to know more about caring for their pups than they do! 
Assumptions are no substitute for real knowledge! Acting on instinct is not 
necessarily a bad thing” 8) “The lessons from dog play are many: they are happy 
with simple pleasures; we can be too—simplicity is intended to be a core feature 
of monastic life” 9) “dogs show us that we don’t need a lot of things or attention 
                                               
shepherd dogs?" (The Art of Living with Your Dog Seminar, New Skete Monastery, 
Cambridge, NY, May 10, 2018). 
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to find happiness” 10) “be open about our interests and not expect people to read 
our minds” 11) “Don’t draw conclusions about relationships from limited 
experience” 12) “: Dogs are at peace with whom God created them to be, we 
humans might struggle less if we could be as trusting and accepting of our 
intended reality” 13) “Life! It brings us in touch with both the joy and the fear of 
the moment. For us as religious, we recognize in the very tangible connection with 
life with our dogs that we are ultimately not the ones in control, dogs get it, and 
we struggle with it!” 766 Each of these “lessons” come from the daily experience of 
breeding, raising, and training German Shepherds. Time would fail to recount the 
story behind of all these lessons. Nonetheless, together they communicate a simple 
truth for the monks: “If you are listening and reflecting with attention to your 
experiences, the world—and the beings therein—can teach you much.” 
The Dog as a Type of a Monk: Dog Training as an Image of Monastic Formation 
Abba Xanthias said, “A dog is better than I am, for he has love and does not judge.”767 
What does it mean to be a monk?   What does a monk look like? How can 
you spot one in the crowd?  The answers to these questions can vary by tradition 
                                               
766 Brother Luke, " Why breed German Shepherd.” 
767 Monks of New Skete, Dog & Devotion, 28. 
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and even from one community within that tradition to the next. At New Skete, the 
monks define monasticism thusly:  
The best image to capture what a monk is can be found in the words of the 
Russian author Dostoyevsky, who remarks in The Brothers Karamazov that 
a true monk is nothing more than what everyone ought to be… Still, that is 
certainly debatable: "what everyone ought to be." Obviously, he did not 
mean that all of us should be celibate. Instead, he was pointing to an 
attitude of heart that he believed was characteristic of monks. The key to 
human happiness and fulfillment — for monks and non-monastics alike — 
lies in a wholesome spiritual understanding that is supremely rooted in 
reality. 768 
 
Therefore, as one of the brothers said, “It’s really not a habit (monastic garment), 
celibacy, or even dwelling in a monastery that makes the monk a monk.”  Instead, 
as the quote above reveals, it is a way of being, “an attitude of heart,” and a 
“spiritual understanding that is supremely rooted in reality.”  It’s about being 
what you are where you are. It is in this perspective that one most sees the 
characteristics that dogs can share with monastics. 
The brothers have written much about the correlation between a monk and 
a dog. In one of their more famous books, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend: A 
Training Manual for Dog Owners, they write, “The dog typifies in many ways the 
                                               
768 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 7-8. 
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mature monk: loyal, steadfast, willing to please, willing to learn.”769  The dog 
learns in a manner similar to a monk. One of the brothers, when talking about dog 
training said,  
Sometime our training practices are like our own personal discipline. We 
(people more broadly, added for clarity) think that it is not right to discipline 
a dog. Sure, we give rewards. I use treats at times. However, in training, 
like with our own lives we must be corrected. Monks understand this well. 
We have to be willing to learn, to be humble, to change. Dogs can teach us 
a lot about that. 
 
There is something about the way that the dogs are by nature and how they 
respond to disciplined training that produces something quite similar to what an 
authentic monk hopes to be. For example, the brothers write about the monastic 
virtue of obedience.770 Obedience does not come naturally, but through continual 
disciplined practices. The dogs are trained in such a way. When one visits the 
monastery, it is not uncommon to see one or more of the brothers with a dog or 
two, engaged in one of their frequent training sessions. The monks repeatedly 
commanding the dogs to perform various tasks—such as sit, stay, come, and 
down. This can go on for quite some time. On other occasions, as one navigates 
                                               
769 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 7. 
770 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 16-17.  
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the monastery grounds—particularly on the road between the guest house and the 
monastery—it is common to see sessions with the dogs at the monastery for their 
intensive training program. Learning to walk on leash, or to avoid distraction—if 
one is by chance walking past these sessions they might be asked to walk nearer 
to be a “distraction” (always accompanied with a smile and a show of thanks, of 
course). The brother would walk back and forth along the road. The dog would be 
commanded to walk right next to the monk. If it began to wander off, it would be 
given a gentle pop on the lead and a reminder to return to the monk’s side.  
Some of the dogs would be novices771 others would have had more training. 
The dogs in the early stages of their training would be far less disciplined, less 
obedient, to the monks than the dogs who had already been trained. That is to say, 
there is a clear difference in the mannerism of the dogs depending on the level of 
their training. One of the brothers noted in a talk during one of the monastery’s 
regular seminars—titled “The Art of Living with Your Dog”—that the dogs even 
begin to train each other. He recalled an instance in which a young puppy from 
                                               
771  A term used to designate a person who has not made formal vows to the 
community. Here I am making a comparison to the untrained dog to a new member of 
the community.  
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the breeding program was entrusted to his care. Additionally, he already had an 
older female dog, who had been with him for many years. The puppy had a bit of 
an unruly streak in him. The older dog, would often subtly correct the puppy 
when he acted inappropriately. The monk noted that the older female was “quite 
a good assistant” in the training process.  
Although the dogs in the breeding program are generally well-trained, it 
does not mean that they do not need to be corrected at times. The need for 
correction is not something to cause angst, but, rather for which one should strive. 
“This can be true of human beings as much as for dogs,” as one of the brothers 
mentioned in conversation. He noted that sometimes a gentle reminder of what 
ought to be done, is not such a bad thing. He stated, “It teaches us to love better. 
To be more authentic.” 
The interactions that the monks have had with the dogs over the years have 
given them new and profound perspectives. Their unique environment, at once 
monastic with its stereotypical serenity, and active with energetic creatures always 
in need of attention, opens the monks up to deeper understandings of God, 
creation, and themselves. They have written,  
We have learned that our monastic environment offers us a unique 
perspective. Here we are forced to reexamine our attitudes about 
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everything, including dogs. We are constantly challenged to become more 
open to the language dogs use to communicate with us. This experience 
confirms our deepest intuitions about the relationship of human beings not 
only with their dogs but with every aspect of the world in which they live.772 
 
Elsewhere they offer,  
There is much more to be gained through your relationship with your dog, 
if you but open yourself to the possibilities. Your dog can provide you with 
a unique access to the natural world, helping you to expand your capacity 
for aesthetic appreciation, warmth, and enjoyment, thus rooting you in 
deeper realities. In a world grown increasingly artificial and plastic, we are 
dangerously out of touch with the natural environment that sustains us, 
and the effect of this detachment has been to create a wasteland of spiritual 
aridity and alienation. Most people do not suspect that their relationship 
with their dog can provide a connection to a deeper, more integrated view 
of the universe.773 
 
This could be taken as a novel or romantic sentiment. However, for the monks it 
speaks to the reality of their own experiences. For them if one is “open to the 
possibilities,” this deeper awareness of the truths of reality.  
For the Monks of New Skete, the dog is an example—and at times a means by 
which they come to know themselves better. When a dog is being disobedient, the 
problem is not the dog, but with the trainer—in this case the monk. “Being a good 
                                               
772 Monks of New Skete, The Art of Raising a Puppy (Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Company, 1991), 3. 
773 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend,” 315-316. 
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trainer and a good companion requires humility.” 774  Humility is absolutely 
essential to the monastic life according to the monks, “for out of humility love and 
kindness grow, and in their wake all the other virtues.”775  Humility, however, 
requires a deep sense of self, a sense of one’s own inner state—something that dogs 
are particularly adept at intuiting.  
The Dog as a Spiritual Companion, Making the Monastic Aware of Her/His 
Interior State 
Dogs are keenly attuned to our interior state—as one of the nuns reported 
in conversation. This nun said that on the few occasions when a dog was assigned 
to her, she found it taking the role of a mirror. When she was sad, it comforted. 
When she was mad, it scurried. When she was annoyed, it avoided her.  
Paraphrasing the rest of the conversation, she claimed that if we pay close 
attention to our dogs, we will likely come to a better understanding of what is 
going on inside us—perhaps something we have not yet noticed ourselves. She 
recalled an instance where just that thing happened. She   recounted that once, 
when she was quite frustrated about an email she had recently read, without being 
                                               
774 Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 16. 
775 Monks of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 29. 
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totally aware of it, the dog refused to come over. She said that the incident made 
her think about what might be happening inside her that the dog could sense, but 
she could not.  
This sister is not alone in her experience. It is a common insight gleaned 
through the experiences that the monks and the nuns have had over the years. 
Through their relationships and interactions with their dogs, the monks have come 
to profound self-awareness. As in the lives and saying of the desert fathers and 
mothers the dog can speak a word of wisdom to the monk or nun, which perhaps 
is precisely what was needed in that instance for transformation. The monks write,  
Our experience teaches us that relating to a dog can be profoundly 
spiritual…many of the ideas we hold about dogs have a philosophical and 
spiritual basis that can be a catalyst for personal change and transformation. 
Over the many years working with dogs, we have been struck repeatedly 
by how dogs mirror us back to ourselves in unmistakable ways. Because 
dogs are guileless and utterly themselves, they lack the capacity to deceive. 
If we take seriously the words they speak to us about ourselves, we stand 
face-to-face with our own truth. When we pay attention to these words 
inscribed on their bodies, in their expressions, in the way they approach 
and interact with us, they can stimulate a new level of consciousness.776 
 
                                               
776 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 316-317. 
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The monks have spent many decades watching and learning from their dogs—
often about themselves. The metaphor of a mirror is a common illustration that 
they use. Elsewhere they have written,  
On a deeper level, when we pay close attention, dogs mirror us back to 
ourselves in unmistakable ways that, if we are open, foster understanding 
and change. Dogs are guileless and filled with spontaneity: unlike people, 
they don't deceive. When we take seriously the words they speak to us 
about ourselves, we stand face-to-face with the truth of the matter. We can 
easily learn to reflect on these words — they are inscribed on their bodies, 
in their expressions, in the way they approach and interact with us.777 
 
According to the Monks of New Skete “dogs mirror us back to ourselves in 
unmistakable ways” and “instinctively observe and interpret the slightest 
movements of the body and soul.”778 “Dogs find our soft spots, keeping us in touch 
with a more honest vision of ourselves that doesn’t buy its own façade.” 779  
Through them, if one is willing, a deep self-understanding is possible. This self-
understanding is the fundamental goal of authentic humanity—which as we saw 
above is nothing more than what a monk is striving to be. How does the dog help 
us to find our authentic humanity?  The Monks reply,  
                                               
777 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 8. 
778 Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 28. 
779 Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 66. 
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Being authentically human means learning to give ourselves unselfishly 
and ungrudgingly. Isn’t it surprising how the nature of a dog evokes this 
from us in unique and compelling ways? In the ordinary routine of a 
relationship with a dog, through the discipline and responsibility it entails, 
we learn about ourselves, about nature, about God and the spiritual path 
we are on, in way that would be otherwise unavailable to us. 780  
 
As a result of all their years working with dogs, the Monks of New Skete are no 
longer surprised by what they can learn from their canine companions. More than 
what they have learned practically about breeding and training dogs, they have 
and continue to learn about themselves. They state,  
It is hardly surprising that our dogs have taught us much about ourselves, 
in many subtle ways showing us how we ought to be, as well as how we 
ought not to be. Because of their association with humans, an association 
that the stories we mentioned above show to be as old as human 
consciousness itself, dogs are in a unique position to offer humanity a 
reflection of itself. 781 
 
Knowing oneself is significant, but it is not the only task of the human being 
according to the rich Orthodox tradition of which the monks and nuns are 
representative. Loving God, neighbor, and the world around us is also of 
preeminent concern. The monks have claimed that this love is fostered in part 
through their relationships with the dogs.  
                                               
780 Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 70. 
781 Monks of New Skete, How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend, 8. 
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The Dog as a Means of Engaging in Meaningful Relations with Creation and by 
Extension God 
As was mentioned above, it is clear that the relationship that the Monks of 
New Skete have had with their dogs over the past several decades has led to a 
deeper understanding of their own interior lives—cultivating their interior states 
with the help of the dogs, spiritual mirrors of sorts. There is a rich tradition of 
interior life within the Orthodox tradition782, which claims that as one purifies their 
hearts, the more one can clearly see God. This of course comes from Jesus’ Sermon 
on the Mount (cf. Mt. 5). As important as this is to one’s spiritual life, there is still 
something more. The Monks also affirm that God is present in the world around 
us, and must not be sought interiorly or through some type of intellectual 
understanding or knowing. Their experiences with the dogs opened them to 
greater and greater practical understanding of this need for not only an interiority 
and intellection, but also a profound grounded-ness in the creation in which they 
live. The balance of these two is essential to the monastic way of life—and they 
argue, for Christian life in general. They note,  
                                               
782  This can also be seen in the discussion of Eastern Christian theology and 
spirituality and the writings of Saint Maximus in chapter 2.  
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Traditionally, monks have had a profound reverence for nature and the 
animal world because they manifested something essential about the 
mystery of God. This insight came from working intimately with nature, 
caring for it and learning its secrets, not just reading about it. Genuine 
monastic living means living a life without division, looking for God in the 
soil of each and every moment of daily life, not merely when praying and 
worshiping. Living in close association with our dogs helps us avoid a 
temptation that is always present in contemplative life — the temptation to 
live narcissistically in the dreamy world of ideas. We do not "find" God 
solely in the interior realm, and when we live our lives as if we did, we fall 
victim to a dividedness that has profound spiritual consequences. Being 
responsible for our dogs, living creatures that are needy and vulnerable, 
helps ground us in reality, forcing us to appreciate the mystery of God in 
all its length and breadth. There is no conflict here with the ideals of 
monasticism, only a challenge to live those ideals more fully and integrally. 
For us, the result has been a mind-expanding experience.783 
 
Thus, in having the profound experiences that complimented those they were 
having in their contemplative life, they became more acutely aware of the many 
ways—and one might argue the many activities one can perform—in which one 
can come to know God. The Monks maintain that their dogs help ground 
themselves in reality. In the grounded-ness they come to know the mystery of 
God.   
There is also a sense in which love for creation is fostered through their 
interactions with the dogs. This of course begins with the particular dogs under 
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their care. One of the brothers, speaking quite candidly whilst walking with his 
dog said of her, “She is going to be retired. To be sold. That day I am going to cry. 
I love her. She has the best personality. She loves the puppies. When she runs off, 
she is always going to the puppies.”  
Their love for dogs, orients them is a way that cultivates love for all of 
creation. There is a direct correlation between the wisdom they glean from their 
experiences with their dogs and the cultivation of a loving way of being in the 
world. They reveal,  
For many of us, love for creation deepens through the relationships we form 
with our pets, particularly our dogs. By their very nature and need, dogs 
draw us out of ourselves: they root us in nature, making us more conscious 
of the mystery of God inherent in all things. We cannot but delight in 
recognizing God’s mystery in the length and breadth of our daily life. In 
our particular monastic context of New Skete, we have been privileged to 
share this in a special way with our German Shepherds, who in an entirely 
natural way have taught us many important lessons about life and about 
ourselves.784 
 
The Monks of New Skete insist that the unique relationship that they form with their 
dogs through the practices associated with their breeding and training program is 
vital to their relationships with God and with each other.  
                                               
784  "Our Dogs," New Skete Monasteries, accessed March 10, 2016, 
http://www.newskete.org/our-dogs.html.  
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So integral to the life of this community are these practices, the Monks have 
written it into their rules of life—a sacred text for a monastic community. As this 
chapter has already shown, the practices, in their uniqueness, not only perform a 
vital role in the formation of the brothers of the community, but they bear within 
them a deeply traditional aim and purpose. Through these practices and the others 
that make up their typicon, the monks grow in their love for and communion with 
God, for their neighbor, and for the rest of creation.785 As one of the brothers said, 
“That’s the Gospel right there: to love God, our brothers and sisters, and the whole 
creation.”   
 It makes sense to close this section by recounting an incident  that was 
witnessed on one occasion. But first some background about the structure of the 
daily life of the monastery will be helpful. The monks have community worship 
two times daily—in the morning and in the evening. They also have midday 
prayers on the schedule; however, this was not attended by everyone—as the 
monks have tasks to attended to during the day. Therefore, the monks would be 
assigned to read the midday service (tresext) for the entire community on a 
                                               
785 They insist, “How we interact with a dog reflects our general attitude towards 
God and nature, a tell-tale sign of the soul.” Monks of New Skete, I & Dog, 60. 
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rotation. The monk who was assigned for the day would go to the small chapel 
after dinner (the midday meal) and read the service. The guests of the monastery 
were welcome to attend if they so please. In one instance, during a research visit 
something quite beautiful happened. The brother assigned to perform the service 
that day was standing by the chanter’s stand.786 An unexpected scene was already 
taking place. The monk, the youngest and newest member of the community, had 
brought his companion dog into the chapel with him. She was sitting quietly at his 
feet as the monk read hymns, prayers, and psalms. The posture of the dog seemed 
almost reverential. Although there was no opportunity to inquire with the monk 
about the significance of the episode, it stands as an example of the spiritual 
companionship between the monk and his dog at its best. 
The Breeding and Training Programs and Incorporation of Innovative Practices 
 The purpose of this section was to offer a glimpse into an activity—or 
perhaps a complex of interconnected activities—that have arisen spontaneously at 
New Skete over time and that have become essential to their way of life—namely 
the activities related to the breeding and training programs. This was an effort to 
                                               
786 A wooden podium that is used to hold the books used for liturgical services.  
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reveal how these activities have naturally become an essential aspect of the 
community—and to some extent it has also revealed some of the wisdom that 
emerged from the performance of these activities. It tried to show both how these 
activities are Christian practices, which function like any other that one might 
expect to perform in any Christian community.  
The connection to the writings of Bass and Dykstra should be quite obvious. 
New Skete is a community committed to a way of life oriented towards God and 
shaped by their communal activities. Therefore, aside from this chapter being 
situated right after some lengthy discussions of their work—a structural 
connection to the previous chapters—there was also an effort to highlight how the 
activities discussed in this section have contributed to the cultivation of a way of 
life, the faith and growth in the life of faith of the community, while providing the 
opportunities to participate in the activities of God—whether the creative activities 
through the breeding itself, or through just experiencing how God is actively 
present in even the mundane aspects of the training sessions. Thus, they reveal 
how the telos for which Bass and Dykstra argues, are also there in the experiences 
of New Skete—even when not stated in the same language.  
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Likewise, this section has attempted to show how these activities allow the 
monks and nuns to attend to the more immediate purposes of their monastic life—
the cultivation of virtue, meeting fundamental needs, the coming of practical 
wisdom, and a deeper knowledge of God. The deeper connection to Bass and 
Dykstra’s thought will become clearer in the final chapter, but here it is important 
to call attention to the fact that these unique activities related to the breeding and 
training programs have functioned as Christian practices in the life of New Skete, 
in ever more significant ways.  
In a way New Skete does something that Bass and Dykstra do not. They 
have incorporated activities that do not have their origins in the scripture or 
Christian history—at least not with any linear progression from one generation to 
the next. The activities related to the breeding and training program have emerged 
over time, but only in the time and place unique to this particular community. 
While this is not to say that Bass and Dykstra do not have space in their thought 
to do such a thing. Quite the opposite is true, as was noted in previous chapters.  
The activities related to the breeding and training programs are quite 
unique to the life of New Skete. They are not alone in monasticism in the breeding 
of dogs, but they are exceptional in Orthodox Christian monasticism—and 
 
 
 
 
 
 
491 
Orthodox Christianity more broadly. Their identity as an Orthodox monastery, 
provides them with an immediate connection to the theology and spirituality of 
the Christian East more broadly—and at times Maximus in particular. They, like 
Maximus, drink from the well of wisdom that is the ascetic tradition. The recognize 
that their ultimate aim in their ascetical endeavors is theosis. In their writings, 
presentations, and in more general conversations, the monks and nuns have 
indicated that the activities related to the breeding and training programs have 
provided many opportunities for a deepening communion with God.787 
Through this practice the monks and nuns have actualized communion 
with God in ways that are authentic to the purposes of their Orthodox monastic—
and Orthodox Christian—callings. They indicate that through these activities they 
have experienced the cultivation of virtues, like patience, gentleness, and most 
importantly love—for creation and God. At the same time, they have noted that 
through their interaction with the dogs in the midst of these activities, they have 
                                               
787 One of the brothers noted that there are times in the midst of a training session 
that he has had profoundly deep experiences of communion with God and the rest of 
creation that he can only compare to the experiences he has had in the Liturgy—which in 
Orthodoxy is the experience of divine-human communion par excellence. Cf. Monks of 
New Skete, conversation with author.  
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had profound contemplative experiences. Through these activities they have come 
to a deeper awareness of the interconnection of all things through God’s love. Like 
Maximus, they have understood that there is a unique, unrepeatability to each 
creature, that expresses a truth about God—even at times using the language of 
the logoi to describe this understanding.788 
In these connections to Bass and Dykstra on the one hand and Maximus on 
the other, one should note that the monks and the nuns have not haphazardly 
performed these activities. They are done with intention. Incorporating them more 
fully, and formally, into their way of life did not happen without reflection either. 
It was the product or shared experience and communal recognition thereof that 
has compelled the brothers and sisters to view these activities in the manner in 
which they do. This will prove useful in larger aims of this project. Shared 
experience and communal recognition thereof just might be the criteria that 
communities must employ when discerning when unique, spontaneously arising 
                                               
788 In their most recent publication, Let Dogs Be Dogs, the monks note that people 
must always remember that a dog is a dog. To relate authentically with their dogs, owners 
need to recognize, and come to a better understanding of the dog’s inner nature. In 
conversation, the monks have drawn a clearer parallel to the writing of Maximus through 
the use of the language of logoi to describe this inner nature. See, Monks of New Skete and 
Marc Goldberg, Let Dogs Be Dogs: Understanding Canine Nature and Mastering the Art of 
Living with Your Dog (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2017). 
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activities have begun to function as Christian practices partially constitutive of a 
communal way of life. The final chapter will explore this line of thought more 
completely. First though, it is necessary to explore how New Skete responds to 
another aim of this paper, namely, the adaptation of inherited practices in the 
present context. The next section, will offer a brief account the renewal of the 
liturgical practices a New Skete as an example of adaptation in ways consistent 
with the Orthodox tradition.  
Part IV: Liturgy and Adaptability 
Liturgical Reform and the Adaptation of Traditioned Practices 
At New Skete, as noted above, liturgy—that is to say the corporate 
performance of liturgical practice—is foundational to the way of life of the 
community.789 Yes, from the earliest days, the monks—and later the nuns and 
companions—framed their days around corporate prayer—morning, midday, and 
                                               
789 In fact, for the community, liturgy speaks to a fundamental need of human 
nature. It encapsulates the whole human person body, mind, and soul. They write, 
“Human nature, of its very essence, expresses itself through matter, and true holiness can 
only be realized by accepting, training, and using our bodies. This is precisely why the 
liturgy, our worship of God, is so important for an enlightened and well-grounded pursuit 
of wisdom: it sacramentalizes the whole of life through a conscious offering of ourselves 
in our very physicality, along with the material world in which we exist.” "Companions 
of New Skete--Reflection 08-13-2018," e-mail to Companions of New Skete, August 13, 
2018. 
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evening. However, the theme of liturgy reaches back to before the founding of 
New Skete. The brothers note that, 
One of the prime motives for the foundation of New Skete was our deep 
and passionate interest in liturgy and its intimate place in christian (sic) life. 
We desired, with the help of God, to establish a place where we could live 
the monastic life in a contemporary way, simply and authentically, but free 
of all tendencies to museum-keeping. Furthermore, we also wished to 
provide ourselves with the opportunity to study and research things 
liturgical with a view towards putting these findings, these new 
understandings, into practice.790 
 
Therefore, together with their other monastic practices, liturgy is an essential 
aspect of their identity as a community. This would likely be true many Christian 
monasteries. It is however the way New Skete has decided to do this that makes 
their community an interesting case study. Part III revealed one way in which New 
Skete added something relatively unique, to their expression of monasticism—in 
the form of their breeding and training programs. Likewise, the way they have 
chosen to engage in a more traditional practice, liturgy, is quite interesting. The 
stated desire to “to establish a place where we could live the monastic life in a 
contemporary way, simply and authentically, but free of all tendencies to 
                                               
790 The Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy (Cambridge, NY: Monks of New 
Skete, 1987), xiii. 
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museum-keeping” makes New Skete stand out, certainly amongst Orthodox 
monastic communities. More significantly to this project, the way in which the 
community make decisions about practice is worth exploring further. Like their 
practices connected with the dogs, liturgy—being so central to the community—
provides numerous insights into how they make decisions about the practices that 
shape their way of life.  
This section will explore their liturgical reform project. It will begin with 
some general remarks about the status of liturgy as a practice. This will briefly 
engage with some of the ideas that emerged with the conversation around Bass 
and Dykstra’s definition of a Christian practice. Following this is a brief literature 
review to situate this project amid other scholarly studies of liturgical renewal at 
New Skete. Doing so will also highlight what is distinct about this present 
project—which although interested in the fact of liturgical reform at New Skete, 
ought not be counted as a project within the scholarly study of liturgy. It will then 
offer some more history of the liturgical renewal project, its purpose, and its 
significance for the community. This will not be exhaustive but will draw on both 
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primary and secondary sources on the liturgical practices at New Skete.791 Moving 
from these more historical aspects of liturgy at New Skete, this section will 
continue with a discussion of the process of liturgical reform happens in practice. 
This includes discussions of the importance of study, the role of experience in 
practicing and reshaping practice, the significance of context in adaptation, the 
pastoral motivations that inspire reform, and finally what all this actually looks 
like in the community. These topics will draw heavily on onsite research, the 
liturgical publications of the monastery, and secondary research by others. This 
section, will conclude with an account of the communal discernment process that 
underpins the whole liturgical renewal project at New Skete.  
Brief Literature Review of Scholarly Engagement with Liturgical Reform at New 
Skete 
  There have been several recent scholarly works dedicated at least in part 
to the liturgical renewal project at New Skete. These works, have been invaluable 
to this project. It is most especially amongst scholars of liturgy, that these 
discussions of the liturgical practices of New Skete. This section will provide a 
                                               
791 The next section will offer a brief literature review of some of these secondary 
sources on  
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brief account of two important studies of the liturgical reform at New Skete, while 
marking clear distinctions between these endeavors and this present project.   
First, Nicholas E. Denysenko, has written two books which discuss various 
aspects of liturgy at New Skete: Liturgical Reform after Vatican II: The Impact on 
Eastern Orthodoxy792 and Theology and Form: Contemporary Orthodox Architecture in 
America, 793  and an article entitled “Ressourcement or Aggiornamento? An 
Assessment of Modern Liturgical Reforms.”794 The first of his books,  Liturgical 
Reform after Vatican II, presents New Skete as a one of four models of Orthodox 
liturgical reform in the twentieth century.795  Denysenko notes that the four models 
he highlights in his text are not the only ones he could have chosen.796 In his 
treatment of New Skete liturgical reform model, he focuses on their use of 
                                               
792  See Nicholas E. Denysenko, Liturgical Reform after Vatican II: The Impact on 
Eastern Orthodoxy (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2015). 
 
793 See Denysenko, Theology and Form. 
 
794 Nicholas E. Denysenko, "Ressourcement or Aggiornamento? An Assessment of 
Modern Liturgical Reforms," International Journal of Systematic Theology 20, no. 2 (2018). 
 
795 In addition to New Skete he includes the models of Alexander Schmemann, 
the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia, and the Church of Greece.  
 
796 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 24. 
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scholarship on “Byzantine liturgical history” to inform their liturgical reform. 797 
They seek to allow the liturgical forms of the past to inform the community’ 
present expression. However, Denysenko sees their project as a scholarly and an 
experiential endeavor, which intends to “[restore] principles and not liturgical 
details.” 798 While they seek to restore to the liturgy elements that were lost or 
obscured by the passage of time, they are not interested in conforming their 
present liturgical performance to these forms either—“they consulted history, and 
did not duplicate it.” 799 
In his article, “Ressourcement or Aggiornamento? An Assessment of Modern 
Liturgical Reforms,” Denysenko illuminates another important aspect of their 
liturgical reform at New Skete, namely, the experience of theosis. While this article 
places the reform at New Skete within the larger twentieth century study of 
liturgy, he also boldly asserts “that it  might  be  more  fruitful  to  approach  the  
question of renewing tradition on the basis of the goals of liturgical 
                                               
797 Cf. Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 24. 
 
798 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 276. 
 
799 Denysenko, "Ressourcement or Aggiornamento,” 201. 
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renewal…liturgical theosis or divinization of the people through liturgical 
events.” 800 This present project compliments the work done by Denysenko, by 
grounding the role of experiences—particularly the experience he calls “liturgical 
theosis”801—in liturgical reform within the larger discussion of Christian practices. 
This means that it points to the way in which reform happens broadly amongst 
their received practices, rather than focusing on the reform of liturgical practices 
alone. Revealing that though their liturgical renewal project was informed by the 
liturgical scholarship of the day, but also by their general approach to tradition.802 
 Recently, Teva Regule presented a full analysis of the history of liturgical 
reform at New Skete in her dissertation. Regule’s project offers a more complete 
analysis of liturgical reform at New Skete—including a fuller history of the 
liturgical renewal project. Significantly, she notes the influence of other twentieth 
century liturgical reform movements. She maintains that many reforms 
movements were influenced by the “liturgical forms and theology of the Christian 
East, primarily from late antiquity.” Her project responds to a question also 
                                               
800 Denysenko, "Ressourcement or Aggiornamento,” 187. 
 
801 Denysenko, "Ressourcement or Aggiornamento,” 187. 
 
802 See section on tradition above.  
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pertinent in this dissertation: “Were the Eastern Christian Churches that trace 
much of their liturgical expression to this period themselves affected by this 
movement?” New Skete functions as a case study of a community in an Eastern 
Christian context engaged in a liturgical reform project. Regule’s 
project  elucidates the underlying principles, which guided the broader liturgical 
reform movement of the twentieth century, with special emphasis on 
“those  aspects that [would] become relevant to the future liturgical reform efforts 
of New Skete.” Her research delves deeper into the motivations of the liturgical 
reform at New Skete, within the broader movement of liturgical reform, than does 
this present project. Regule’s dissertation offers a more complete presentation of 
the history of their liturgical renewal project, and “includes a presentation and 
cursory analysis of the architecture of the worship space and its iconic program, 
the calendar of saints, the music of the service, and other performative aspects of 
the celebration,” which complements this present project well.803  
What distinguishes Regule’s work from this project are her divergent aim, 
lenses, and foci. Her work is an intentional study of liturgical reform through a 
                                               
803 Teva Regule, "Identity, Formation, Transformation: The Liturgical Movement 
of the Twentieth Century and the Liturgical Reform Efforts of New Skete Monastery" 
(PhD diss., Boston College, 2017). 
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case study of a particular community engaged in the task of renewal. It is situated 
within the scholarly study of liturgy, with emphasis on twentieth century reform 
movements. This present project looks at the liturgical renewal project through the 
lens of practical theology, and is more interested in their liturgical renewal project 
as an example of the process by which the form in which communities express 
inherited Christian practices can adapt while remaining traditional. Liturgy is 
significant to this conversation because it is a Christian practice of particular 
importance to Orthodox Christianity more broadly and New Skete in particular. 
Ultimately, what proves most significant to this present study is how liturgy, as a 
practice, is adapted in actuality at New Skete and how it relates to other practices 
that comprise their communal way of life. 
Liturgy as a Practice 
 Liturgy, at New Skete—as has already been noted elsewhere in this 
chapter—is the central activity of the community. It is what solidifies the 
communal bond of the brothers and sisters. As many contemporary Orthodox 
theologians would argue, it is the central activity of Orthodox life itself. It is that 
which constitutes the Church. Liturgy, that is, ritualized worship, is not foreign to 
the Christian tradition—nor other religious traditions.  While the next chapter will 
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explore the nature of practice at New Skete in conversation with Bass, Dykstra, 
Maximus, and the broader Orthodox tradition, here it is important to note that 
liturgy functions as a practice in a manner consistent with the conversations in 
previous chapters. As an activity with such a deep communal significance—
particularly in its constitutive role in the way of life of the monastery—it is no 
wonder that this project draws on it as an example of a practice—in the 
MacIntyrian understanding of the word—and moreover, a Christian practice—as 
Dykstra and Bass understand such a signifier. 
History and Practice of Liturgy at New Skete.  
 As the twelve Franciscan brothers, who would become the founding 
members of New Skete began their journey together into the unknown, they had 
in mind certain purposes. They hoped to cultivate a monasticism that would 
reflect the contemporary American context in which they found themselves. This 
of course was a multifaceted endeavor. They note,  
[We] had a passion for liturgy, seeking to infuse new life into Eastern 
Catholic worship. In that spirit, they took the name ‘New Skete,’ after one 
of the first Christian monastic settlements in northern Egypt, in the desert 
of Skete. From the very beginning, [our] intention was to incarnate the 
simplicity of the original principles of monastic life, unencumbered by the 
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institutionalized accretions of the centuries, and to do this in a way that 
made sense for twentieth-century America.804  
 
They sought to draw on the sources of the past—particularly Eastern Christian 
theology and spirituality—to shape their present practice “simply and 
authentically.”805 In both their worship practices and their monastic activities more 
broadly, the brothers—and later the sisters—would frequently return to 
traditional sources. As will become clear, for the Communities at New Skete 
innovation and adaptation did not come haphazardly. It was an intentional 
process that was approached with care.  
 In their efforts to cultivate a contemporary American monasticism 
informed by the traditions of the Christian East—both during their early years still 
in the Catholic Church, and later as members of the Orthodox communion—the 
Communities at New Skete saw themselves as participating in a long tradition of 
monastic ingenuity—particularly in liturgical practice. Concerning this 
Denysenko writes,  
As a community devoted to principles of resourcement and aggiornamento 
and in search of the authentic spirit of Eastern liturgy, New Skete exercised 
the freedom traditionally belonging to Eastern monastic communities in 
                                               
804 The Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 9.   
805 Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xiii. 
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creating a suitable liturgical ordo (Typikon)…The ordo they adopted is 
grounded in the desire to live an authentic Eastern Christian life in the 
contemporary conditions of the world.806 
 
The monks frequently note that much of what they have done in the present was 
the prerogative of monasteries through history. Whereas some pious 
contemporary Orthodox Christians would argue that the monasteries preserved 
the traditions of the past, New Skete would suggest that innovation and 
adaptation of traditions for the present is a traditional activity. This is done in a 
self-reflective manner noting,  
Since, historically, it had been monasticism that brought the church to the 
ill-conceived and truly disorderly liturgical quagmire in which it finds itself 
today, we hoped that a monastery of today might help point the direction 
to a renewal. As a matter of fact, monasteries have traditionally enjoyed the 
right to develop their own usages. Hence, our work here at New Skete.807 
                                               
806 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 261. 
807 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Repentance (Cambridge, NY: Monks of New 
Skete, 2000), xvii-xviii. Elsewhere they write, 
Historically, monasteries have enjoyed the prerogative of such renewal in 
developing their own usages, and most frequently, their forms were adopted and 
adapted by the church at large. Accordingly, the monasteries have been 
responsible for the basic development of worship as we have received it. It seems 
only fitting, then, that a monastery should once again offer inspiration and 
encouragement toward a liturgical and total Christian renewal today.(The Monks 
of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xvi.) 
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Thus, even a tradition as long-standing as monastic liturgical development, 
must not proceed uncritically.808  
 
As noted above, the liturgical renewal project is foundational to New Skete’s self-
identity as a community—as much as the dog breeding, raising, and training.809  
The liturgical renewal project of New Skete dates back to the earliest days 
of the community. The monks share this account of their early liturgical renewal 
project,  
In 1965, by way of experiment, we published the first edition of a proposed 
renewal of the canonical hours. Then, in 1976, we came out with an edition 
of the textus receptus of the traditionally used offices, and we included a very 
brief and sketchy description of a proposed reform with which we were 
experimenting and which reflected where we were at the time. In the twelve 
years that have intervened we have grown in experience, and our study and 
reflection has deepened considerably since the initial stress of making a 
new foundation gradually subsided. In the meanwhile, a great mass of data 
was being published by scholars and, during the last ten years especially, it 
has provided us with a rich harvest of insight and understanding 
concerning the origins and evolution of the divine office throughout the 
centuries. By responding to this and out own developing pastoral 
consciousness arising from community life, we have managed to achieve a 
more clearly defined and simply integrated liturgical practice for our own 
                                               
808 More significantly to New Skete, as noted above, all traditions must serve the 
purpose of the Tradition, that is love and union with God.  
809 As noted above, these two practices are characteristic activities of the monastery 
and are placed together in the rule of the monastery.  
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lives. Through the years, then, our liturgical life has attained a certain 
maturity and stability that can be recognized as such.810 
 
In the thirty years since these words were written, the monks have produced 
several more translations of important Orthodox liturgical books adapted to their 
usage811—with a new edition of the Psalter (Book of Psalm) revised with more 
inclusive language set to be released in 2018. Some of the brothers continue to 
present and write academically about liturgy, learning from and contributing to 
the growing volumes of research on liturgical practices. Additionally, they have 
become themselves a source of much reflection by scholars of liturgy, who see both 
the community’s renewal project and its performance of liturgical practices as 
significant for study. It is the actualizing of liturgical life that remains essential to 
New Skete.  
Reform, Restoration, and Renewal 
 Understanding the liturgical renewal project at New Skete, requires one to 
understand their perceived purpose for engaging in the endeavor in the first place. 
As will become apparent in the sections that follow, the brothers—and later 
                                               
810 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers (Cambridge, NY: Monks of New Skete, 
1988), xxi-xxii. 
811 A more robust account of the present usage of the monastery will follow below.  
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sisters—were interested in authenticity in liturgical practice. They were open to 
reform, but not for sake of reform. They saw their liturgical reform project as a call 
to stewardship that is in direct response to a lack of stewardship that they had 
perceived in the resulting contemporary performance of liturgy.812 
What is important here for those who worry that the renewal project stands 
in opposition to tradition813, is that ultimately everything they do is accomplished 
in consultation with traditions. The Monks admit that when they began, “there was 
no precise step-by-step plan for this renewal [they] hoped to begin,” rather they 
“envisioned that it would unfold in a gradually progressive manner throughout 
the community life of the monastery, as the years went on."814 This is not done 
haphazardly, or without careful consideration and rigorous study.815 Study with 
                                               
812 The monks note, “This, then, is how we have seen the whole matter and how 
we have come to understand the vocation of our personal individual lives, as well as that 
of our united communities.” Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xxvi. 
813 Something of which many more conservationists Orthodox Christians have 
accused New Skete (as they noted in a few instances—many people see them as 
mavericks, particularly with regards to their liturgics). 
814 Brother Marc, "History of the Monks.” 
 
815  In their book containing the texts of the divine liturgy according to their 
practice, the monks write, “The celebration of the divine liturgy envisioned by this book 
finds it principles, for the most part, in the research that was and still is being done in the 
field of Byzantine worship over the last fifty to one hundred years, especially by the 
scholars associated with the Pontifical Oriental Institute in Rome. It is, therefore, their 
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the intention of cultivating a liturgical practice that is both consistent with the 
tradition and is appropriate to their unique context. Denysenko notes, “New 
Skete’s model of liturgical renewal is unique within Orthodoxy because the 
communities consulted the academic analysis of Byzantine liturgical history in 
developing liturgical offices appropriate for a small monastic community in North 
America.”816 
At New Skete the work that they do around liturgy—that is the work that 
they do to cultivate an authentic and contextually appropriate liturgical practice—
is not only about renewal. They see the project as threefold—reform, restoration 
and renewal.  Each of these three aspects of their liturgical project is informed by 
both their active study of the sources of Eastern Christian liturgical practice and 
their experiences as a community. Adding clarity, they indicate, 
It is a restoration because it resurrects certain concepts, ideas, and ideals, 
certain characteristics and practices, certain usages of the parent traditions 
of Constantinople and Jerusalem. It is a reform in that it attempts to 
eliminate certain present usages of baroque character, to remove or adjust 
certain elements or uses obscuring the themes and purposes of each hour 
to eliminate excesses in texts and ceremonies, and to rearrange other 
elements in favor of a more pastorally simple, integrated, and manageable 
                                               
findings and conclusions that have formed the basis of our liturgical usages since the 
foundation of New Skete in 1966.” Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xii. 
816 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 259. 
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form. It is a renewal because it endeavors to bring back what has been lost—
the power to give life—by realizing the offices in the way they were 
originally intended to be: suitable, appropriate, and relevant to the 
celebration at hand. Such offices give new life; they renew us.817 
 
They are endeavoring to recapture the authentic life-giving nature of liturgical 
practice—essentially moving beyond empty ritual activity to authentic Christian 
practice. Ultimately, it is their experiences—and the experiences of the guests of 
the community—in the midst of liturgy, that inspires their continued endeavor to 
actualize a more authentic and contextually relevant form corporate liturgical 
practice. 
Experience 
 First and foremost, the Monks of New Skete maintain that their liturgical 
renewal project is rooted in their own experiences as a community. This is taken 
in two ways. First, although the renewal is the product of serious study and 
rigorous sourcing, it also comes from their own practical experience in performing 
these practices. They have experience in the liturgical practices of several 
traditions, all of which they draw upon in their liturgical practice. The renewal is 
therefore a product of the “live experience” of the community. The monks note,  
                                               
817 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xxiii. 
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Our personal experience…includes the traditional offices and their 
ceremonial in their fullness. Furthermore, this is not limited simply to one 
tradition; on the contrary, it includes the experience of the Uniate usages as 
well as those of the Orthodox. Besides our familiarity with the Greek and 
Russian typicon it also embraces an experience of the Carpatho-Russian and 
Ukrainian traditions (so often overlooked or belittled by overly zealous 
supporters of Graeco-Russian usages and/or Orthodoxy as opposed to 
Uniatism). Nor are the usages of the Middle-Eastern Byzantines unfamiliar 
to us. All this experience, furthermore, was not gleaned from books “on the 
Eastern Churches” or simply by flitting from this church to that; it was a 
lived experience in the truest meaning of the phrase. Therefore, the reforms 
and the restorations of this edition have grown out of the experience of the 
tradition in its variations, not from ignorance of them.818  
 
A second understanding of experience is perhaps more heuristic in character. They 
have adapted the particulars of the performance of their liturgical practices based 
on what has provided them with spiritual affect. They write, “From the beginning 
of our foundation in 1966, we found it desirable to sing all of our offices chorally, 
so that we and those who worship with us might taste their maximum power and 
beauty.” 819  Along with their appeal to experience in worship, as the monks 
consider the shape of their liturgical practice, they must always attend to the 
context in which they find themselves—as it is their unique context that has 
molded their liturgical structure.  
                                               
818 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xviii-xix. 
819 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xix. 
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Context Necessitates Adaptability  
 At the outset, the Communities at New Skete sought to live a “contemporary 
American monasticism”820 informed by the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition. 
They did not do so with naivete. They knew that to live their monastic vocations 
in a contemporary way, meant dealing with the issues of the present age. 
Certainly, this could mean being engaged in the political debates and social issues 
of the day, but more tangibly for them it meant being part of the economic 
situation of the world. In their typikon (rule), they draw out this theme writing, 
“The economic situation [today]…makes demands rarely experienced before in 
monastic history. As a result, from the foundation of New Skete we have 
attempted quite a variety of enterprises simply to survive economically.” It might 
seem strange to bring up economics in a discussion of liturgical practice. However, 
in the case of New Skete, the two are intimately connected. 
 It is not uncommon in monasteries of both the Christian East and West to 
celebrate the Hours of worship. In fact, many might even argue that this is the 
purpose of the monastic community. For some this might be a possibility, but 
                                               
820 Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xiv. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
512 
experience in context has taught the monks and nuns of New Skete a valuable 
lesson about this. The monks write,  
The complete singing of the entire received tradition is impossible for 
communities that have to engage in serious daily work to earn their 
sustenance. The baroque observances (made increasingly ornate and 
ponderous by growing accretion of texts and ceremonies throughout the 
ages) are, from our point of view, beyond the scope of twentieth-century 
monasticism, a monasticism which has to be self-sufficient and able to cope 
with the economic and social realities of our times, if it is to exist at all. Only 
a generous financial endowment of a monastic foundation such as ours 
would afford its members the time for lengthier celebrations each day, 
especially in the manner that measures up to the traditional Byzantine 
standards of beauty, dignity, and propriety.821 
 
Liturgical practice at New Skete, had to be adapted by necessity. There were few 
brothers and sisters, amongst whom the work of the monastery could be shared. 
Certainly, the liturgical practices for the monastics was essential grounding to the 
life of the community, but the community needed to remain economically viable 
to have services at all. This is something that the monks and nuns repeated quite 
frequently in conversation. A brief account of the daily office of New Skete was 
noted above in the description of the community. However, it is important to note 
in this context that to accommodate more time for work, the Communities at New 
                                               
821 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xix-xx. 
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Skete have a shortened their daily office. Performing only a morning and evening 
service together on most days—with the exception of important days in the 
liturgical calendar, which include a Eucharistic celebration in the morning. The 
nuns do not attend morning worship with monks to avoid the commute to the 
brothers’ monastery. Additionally, “Except in the case of the “little hours” for 
ordinary daily use outside of special festal occasions, all the members of our 
communities participate fully in the major offices of the day.”822 
As the monks created their liturgical books they endeavored to remain 
faithful to a practice that reflected what could be reasonably done in the context of 
their community. They affirm in one of their translations, “Our selections 
represent what our communities can reverently and profitably discharge daily, 
together with the hymns of the other cycles, in the midst of the many demands of 
life in our times and circumstances.”823 Additionally, and significant to the larger 
                                               
822 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xix. Other contextual considerations 
have shaped the liturgical practice of New Skete. The monks note, “the topography that 
determined the layout of the buildings of our monastic complex… [and] the seasons, too, 
as we experience them here in upper New York State, have had their say in the way our 
liturgical life developed, just as it was the case throughout history wherever faith took 
root. Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xii. 
823 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Entreaty (Cambridge, NY: Monks of New Skete, 
1987), xiii. This is an abridged translation of the Parakletiki, a book containing hymn for 
each day of the week on an eight-week cycle. Each week contains hymns set to a tonal 
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aims of this project, they also state, “It would be well to notice, if only in passing, 
that if the received tradition, as it stands, cannot be adequately discharged by 
monastics, then it certainly cannot be discharged by parish communities.” 824 
Similarly they suggest, “It seems unrealistic to expect men and women today to 
live a rhythm, even in worship, possible only in another time and culture and 
place.”825 It is these points that ushers in the next topic, the pastoral considerations 
that liturgical renewal at New Skete has attempted to address. 
Pastoral Concern, Discernment, and Adaptation of Liturgical Practice at New 
Skete 
 The monks frequently note that their liturgical reform project began to meet 
the pastoral needs of their particular community. Eventually, as the monastery 
became more established, an additional concern for the pastoral well-being of the 
chapel community826 that formed around the monks and nuns—and the earlier 
                                               
scale that is different for each week—a total of eight tonal structures. They have only 
translated a portion of the text that is within their capacities to conduct regularly.  
824 Monks of New Skete, A Book of Prayers, xx. 
825 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Entreaty, xiv. 
826  These are the members of the surrounding community in and around the 
Village of Cambridge, NY, who regularly attend worship at New Skete, but are not 
monastics themselves.  
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incarnation of the Companions. Though there is a deep theological significance to 
the liturgical reform, it was always viewed as a response to a practical, or pastoral 
need, in the community.  
As noted above, these concerns include primarily the need to balance 
liturgical life with the pastoral and financial demands of the community. They 
have sought a mode of liturgical practice that is faithful to the traditions that they 
have inherited, while being entirely contemporary—listening to scholarship and 
working from their own experiences. The Monks write, 
[The desire to adapt of liturgical practice at New Skete in contextually 
appropriate forms] has meant a constant struggle to discern the proper 
pastoral application to new circumstances. Obviously, then, we have done 
a great deal of experimentation over the years. We have listened carefully 
to scholars and devoured every word of theirs, written and spoken, that 
was within our reach, so that, in the light of their findings, we might find 
ways of liberating the treasures of Byzantine worship from the paralysis 
that has tried to suffocate it over the last several centuries, and to do this 
that they might be more eloquent for our contemporary American 
monasticism.827 
 
New Skete has chosen a reduced daily office and used other liturgical forms as a 
means of meeting their specific needs. They still conduct traditional services, such 
as Matins and Vespers, but offer them in reduced forms. Denysenko writes, 
                                               
827 Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xiii-xiv. 
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The devotion of members of New Skete to their work, necessary for their 
financial stability, limits the number of liturgical offices they can pray in 
community each day. They gather for Matins before the workday begins 
and Vespers in the evenings, which renders the Athonite monastic liturgical 
model ill-suited for their life. Instead, they have turned to the now-extinct 
cathedral offices of Jerusalem and Constantinople, revising them into 
modern forms suitable for monastic life in contemporary America.828 
 
Whereas Orthodox monasteries would often include as many as two dozen hymns 
in the vespers (evening) service the Monks have chosen to shorten the services 
greatly by choosing only a few hymns. Likewise, rather than singing a canon829 in 
the matins (morning) service, they have “in accordance with [Juan Mateos, S.J.] 
proposed restructuring of the matinal canons, we take the nine scriptural 
cantincals over a period of a week, in their entirety, and with a short refrain.” 830 
They offer a reduced service of the hours in the middle of the day and “do not take 
the midnight office or office slated for after supper (compline).”831 Each of these 
changes to traditional liturgical forms have been made to better meet their unique 
                                               
828Denysenko, Theology and Form, 182-183. 
829 A series of hymns consisting of eight parts, sung during liturgical services in 
the Orthodox Church. Usually, there is at least one canon prescribed for each saint 
commemorated on a particular day of the year, and additional canon that corresponds to 
the day of the week on an eight-week cycle.  
830 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Entreaty, xiv. 
831 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Entreaty, xiv. 
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communal needs as a working monastic community in “contemporary America.” 
One of the brothers suggested that if the liturgical renewal practices were 
instituted at New Skete to meet their unique needs, perhaps it might also be 
beneficial to those outside the confines of the Communities.  
The Monks have noted an additional pastoral concern that prompted them 
to begin their liturgical renewal project. They suggest that there has often a 
struggle as contemporary Orthodox Christians to engage in the liturgy. Reasons 
for this challenge, as the Monks understand it, is twofold. First, at the time of their 
foundation, many of the liturgical texts were not available in the English, making 
it increasingly difficult for people to understand the liturgical worship in which 
they were engaging. 832  They have chosen to translate the original languages 
carefully and accurately, but in contemporary idiom where they are able. They are 
also in the process of revising liturgical texts using more inclusive language—New 
                                               
832 Although this insight likely bears the influence of the Second Vatican Council, 
it also mirrors to a movement in the Orthodox Church in the latter part of the 20th century 
to produce liturgical texts in English. Now, English language liturgical texts are available 
more widely. Individual Orthodox jurisdictions are producing standard translations of 
these texts as well—though this is an ongoing process, with numerous revisions.   
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Skete will soon publish a new version of their liturgical Psalter with an emphasis 
on inclusive language.  
Second, people often “struggle to engage liturgical symbols that do not 
communicate in contemporary idioms on account of their medieval vesture.”833 As 
Denysenko observes, “New Skete’s consultation of liturgical history resulted in 
their observation that the Church had not effectively taken care of the liturgy and 
needed to update her structures and content so that the laity would engage rituals 
in an environment of comprehension.”834 They have also produced hymns—as 
monastics have often done from the very beginning of the monastic tradition. 
The Reception of the Liturgical Renewal Practices of New Skete and the Aims of 
this Project 
The Monks have found that in their attempts to produce the material that 
they needed to meet their needs, they were creating resources that would be 
beneficial to the wider Orthodox Church. Although, their liturgical texts are not 
used frequently in Orthodox parishes, they have in part, paved the way for 
ongoing discussions about contemporary expressions of liturgical practice. With 
                                               
833 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 305. 
834 Denysenko, Liturgical Reform, 305. 
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that being said their efforts have not always been well-received by everyone. The 
Monks write,  
While there are many, as we have said, who welcome the renewal we have 
attempted, there are also those who are considerably disturbed by what we 
have done to the offices of the church. It seems that they consider 
Orthodoxy their own private property and therefore not to be tampered 
with, least of all, by the likes of us. Many obviously maintain a blanket 
disapproval and condemnation of all our efforts. In fact, one might well say 
that many people generally disapprove of us, period! Some seem to feel that 
renewal means the restoration of eighteenth century Athonite or Russian 
usages, though grudgingly permitting the use of old English in the style of 
the sixteenth century. Others are of the opinion that this or that particular 
reconstruction we have introduce is unwarranted and therefore 
undesirable and unacceptable. Still others, in a kind of dismay, simply want 
to know why our liturgical practices are so different from those of the rest 
of the church at large. Finally, there are also those few who are 
knowledgeable in these matters, but who would approach reform in an 
entirely different way, if at all. But with regard to all of these, it is curious 
that most of our critics have never been here to see things with their own 
eyes, and those relatively few who have been here have never really 
engaged us in a discussion about the changes that we have made and the 
whys and wherefores of these changes.835 
 
While it seems that in more recent years some of these concerns have been 
assuaged through a more empirical reflection on the renewal project and the 
liturgical practices themselves, there are still those who would extend the same 
                                               
835 Monks of New Skete, Hymns of Repentance, xix.  
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critiques in the present. The next chapter will explore how the manner in which 
the Communities at New Skete have engaged in liturgical renewal—that is to say 
how they have adapted the forms of their liturgical practices to better suit their 
context—and incorporated their work with the dogs—as a type of innovation in 
practice—offers a unique response to the critiques that they note in the quote 
above—that ultimately mirror some of the concerns of the more 
conservative/traditionalist streams of Orthodoxy to which this project is partially 
addressed.  
 In many ways, the relationship between this account of New Skete, 
particularly in reference to its liturgical renewal project, and the conversations that 
have taken place in chapters 1-3 is one of correlation. This is particularly true when 
one considers they ways that Bass and Dykstra discuss adaptation. New Skete, 
seeks always to actualize the Orthodox faith and Eastern Christian monasticism in 
contextually relevant ways, adapting, where necessary, the forms in which they 
perform certain inherited practices.  
The adaptation about which Bass and Dykstra write is not completely 
identical to what happens at New Skete, however. While Bass and Dykstra 
understand that practices can be expressed in a number of ways based on the 
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unique context in which it is performed, they rarely are writing about something 
as structured as ritualized liturgical practice—as it happens in Orthodox 
Christianity. Yes, amongst their list of practices they note corporate worship 
practices, but there is an assumed ambiguity, or dynamism, to such practices that 
is freer than one could assume of a ritual-heavy liturgical tradition like Orthodoxy. 
At the same time, it is possible to see how New Skete naturally actualizes some of 
the insights about adaptation found in Bass and Dykstra’s discussion of form. For 
example, the monks frequently articulate their understanding that the tradition is 
dynamic—especially in terms of practice. The monks would likely note that 
anyone with a cursory understanding of the development of Christian liturgical 
practice would recognize that liturgical forms are not static—they adapt. More 
importantly, they need to adapt in order for them to actualize the ultimate aim and 
more immediate purposes of Christian life. It was in their critical evaluation of the 
state of liturgical practice in the Orthodox Church that allowed the brothers to 
recognize where deficiencies were apparent and where adaptation was both 
possible and necessary.836  
                                               
836 The final chapter will flesh out some of these ideas in greater detail. 
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In Summary, by Way of Reflection  
A desire to preserve the spirit of monasticism, but not at the exclusion of 
innovative practices and the insights gleaned through the contemporary 
experience is ever present at New Skete. The Communities at New Skete were 
constantly looking for ways in which they could live out their monastic vocation 
in a contemporary way. This meant that they could draw from both the past and 
the present. We saw this their liturgical services and spaces. The services at the 
monastery drew upon ancient sources and contemporary wisdom—the former in 
the reconstitution of more ancient liturgical forms and the latter by the inclusion 
of non-liturgical and non-Orthodox texts in worship. The construction of the 
worship space and the iconography chosen to adorn it also speak to this desire. 
The space is historically inspired, and yet contemporary. The icons painted in a 
traditional style and depict unusual people. 
Looking to preserve the spirit of monasticism, rather than some outward 
form, opens the Communities at New Skete up to alternative locations for spiritual 
truth. At New Skete, the truth of something does not depend upon its source. This 
underlying sentiment was important as the monks and nuns began to see the 
spiritual truth that they were learning through the practices related to the Dogs of 
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New Skete. It also allowed them to see that their need for liturgical reform due to 
their unique circumstances, and the positive, spiritually significant experiences 
that their liturgical reform elicited, was as authentic as any other more traditional 
form of liturgical expression.  
The practices related to the Dogs of New Skete reflect another theme that is 
important to the larger aim of this project. Spontaneously arising practices are 
traditional practices even when they are innovative—that is, even when they have 
not been received from the (distant) past. The truth of spiritual practices is that 
they were all, initially, innovative practices. The monks and nuns teach something 
profound with regards to this—namely, that communities ought to view practices 
through the lens of their aim and purposes instead of their historicity. This leads 
back to the first theme, that is, the preservation of the spirit of the tradition. This 
does not mean communities have to leave behind what is old nor dismiss what is 
new to be traditional. They need only to share in the traditional spirit. This leaves 
one final question: How does a community or individual discern this spirit? 
A recurring theme in the research interactions with the communities at New 
Skete, was the role that conciliarity played in the decision-making process of the 
monastery. Whether it was the selection of leadership, of books, or of iconography, 
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everything that the monastery decided to do it decided to do together. Conciliarity 
through the monastic council was an integral part of the community life. This will 
be helpful in the next section as we discuss the ways in which the monastery can 
offer insight concerning how innovation can happen in traditional contexts.  
A Bigger Picture: Where to Go from Here 
There are a number of themes that one could draw from the account above; 
however, it would be better to summarize in a manner that will allow one to 
reorient towards the questions that began this chapter. At New Skete, the desire 
for authenticity, both in the living of monastic vocation and the Eastern Christian 
orientation toward theosis, had led to the cultivation of both renewed and creative 
practices. As demonstrated above, the addition of the practices related to breeding, 
raising, and training dogs, as well as the adaptation of the liturgical practices of 
the monastery in contextually relevant forms happened organically. The complex 
of practices related to Dogs of New Skete and the liturgical practices—and the 
liturgical renewal project by extension—like all the practices of the community, 
are there in order to orient the monks and nuns—and the Companions and chapel 
community—toward their intended goal—theosis or communion with God. What 
is learned through this account of the Communities at New Skete?  If one looks 
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carefully at the practices of this monastery one can begin to see the ways in which 
the monks and nuns answered the questions raised in the introduction.  
How are alternative/innovated/non-traditional spiritual practices situated 
in traditional contexts (at New Skete) toward formation in those contexts? How are 
traditional practices adapted so that they may be performed more authentically in 
the present. First, reviewing the literature of the monastery and reiterating what 
the monks and nuns said in informal conversations and in formal speaking 
engagements, they would see their dog training, raising, and practices as spiritual 
practices. They see them, or perhaps orient them towards an end consistent with 
the goal of all their monastic practices. They are part of the very rule of that 
monastery—that is to say, it is seen as foundational to the life of the monastery. 
The Communities of New Skete view the practices as consistent with their monastic 
aims, namely, “[a] passionate desire to live the monastic life and to worship 
authentically and intensely,” “efforts to translate the essentials of early Christian 
monasticism to an American culture capable of transforming us today,” and the 
pursuit of “knowledge needed to foster a spirit of healthy simplicity.”837  Second, 
                                               
837 "New Skete Monasteries – Online," New Skete Monasteries, accessed April 16, 
2016, http://www.newskete.org/. 
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their liturgical reform, restoration, and renewal program, aims to adapt their 
liturgical practices so that they too might contribute to the manifestation of the 
aims of their monastic—or more correctly for New Skete, Christian—life.  
How can unique practices serve to accomplish similar ends as more 
traditional practices? The way the monks and nuns answer that it is the 
intentionality or aim with which the practice is performed that allows it to 
accomplish a similar end. In conversations with the monks and nuns and in the 
texts and media that they have produced over the years, one is struck by the ways 
in which they seek to live authentic monastic lives in their present context. They 
not afraid to read or try something new. They experiment. They continue to seek 
and find the truth that is present everywhere. This means that they are always 
considering how the things that they are doing—the practices they are 
performing—contribute to the living of an authentic Orthodox Christian 
monasticism in the 21st century in America. They are quite open to trying new 
things, reading new things, and even performing new practices; however, always 
with the caveat that whatever they do must be done with the proper intention 
towards its proper end—namely, to make them more Christ-like.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
527 
How can they complement traditional practices? The monks and the nuns 
view the unique practices of the community as complementary to the more 
traditional ones. Although the desire to maintain a life consistent with the 
historical monastic tradition to which they adhere, that does not mean that they 
understand consistency with anachronistic reproduction—“museum-keeping” as 
they call it. There is a traditional monastic spirit that the monastery seeks to 
actualize. This monastic spirit is sometimes manifested in more traditional 
practices such as the regular prayer—both corporate and personal—and 
theological reflection. The monks and nuns also believed that their non-traditional 
practices—like breeding, raising, and training dogs—exhibited this spirit. The 
monks and nuns did not assume that the presence of the monastic spirit in the 
unique practices of the monastery meant that the traditional practices were 
obsolete. Instead, they believed that the unique practices were just one way in 
which they lived out their monastic vocations.  
What practical theological insight can be gained from the study of 
alternative/innovated/non-traditional spiritual practices performed in traditional 
contexts? The way in which the monks and nuns answered the previous questions 
for themselves communally, speaks volumes both to the ethos of the community, 
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but also to the aims of this project as a whole. Their communal approach to 
answering the questions is a practical theological insight. The communities make 
their decisions synodally (through their council), in conversation with their 
inherited tradition and the contemporary context, in order to cultivate more 
authentic and timely praxis. Their example puts forward one model by which 
other communities that seek to live their traditions in the contemporary situation 
can do so authentically. 
The essential process by which the Communities of New Skete makes larger 
decisions is through the monastic council.838  If they are met with a concern they 
address it in council. This could be a problem or merely a choice that needs to be 
made. If the issue requires it, they do research, gleaning insight from the historic 
tradition. Then they discuss the issue in council, using their own practical wisdom 
and the insight which they gained through their research. They then make their 
decisions by conciliar vote. They aim for consensus, but settle with a majority vote.  
The Monastic Typicon guides the life of the community and is itself a product of the 
                                               
838  This paragraph paraphrases the monastic council section of the Monastic 
Typicon. See New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 21-22.   
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conciliar process. Thus, the section of the text quoted above839  concerning the 
centrality of breeding and training of the German Shepherd was included by 
means of this process as well. The monks and nuns claimed on numerous 
occasions that it was their personal spiritual experiences with the German 
Shepherds that compelled them to include this clause in the Monastic Typicon. 
Therefore, in this we see a practical theological insight that was included by a 
practical theological process employed to determine what the community’s praxis 
ought to be.  
The final chapter will seek to further explore the communal discernment 
process at work in the monastery decision-making about practice, as a model of a 
Christian practices approach that can function well in more conservationist 
traditions, such as contemporary Orthodox Christianity. It will do so by placing 
the findings of this chapter in conversation with insight gleaned from the writings 
of Dykstra and Bass on Christian practices and the theology and spirituality of the 
Eastern Orthodox tradition—particularly as found in Maximus the Confessor. 
  
                                               
839 See above. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
 
A Model for Renewal, Adaptation, and Innovation: New Skete Monastery and 
Communal Discernment as an Example of a Christian Practices Approach in 
Orthodoxy and Beyond 
 
 
The previous chapter presented a case study of the Communities at New Skete 
as an example of a contemporary Orthodox Christian community that has 
wrestled with how to actualize their faith in the present in a manner that is both 
consistent with the inherited tradition and contextually relevant—meeting the 
specific needs of the community in their particular time and place, while still being 
recognizably Orthodox. Their whole history exemplifies a communal act in 
response to the very questions that are at the heart of this project. If one were to 
ask them, “Can a contemporary Orthodox Christian community adapt the form in 
which the perform traditional Christian practices in ways that address 
fundamental needs in the present, while incorporating new practices in to the 
already existing structures of the way of life of the community?” Viewing their 
writings and practices, the communities at New Skete certainly respond 
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affirmatively, while maintaining that it must in fact happen.840 They argue that it 
has, in fact, always happened. Therefore, doing so is just another way of being 
traditional in all the right ways.  
Considering what was written in the previous chapter, it is clear to see that 
New Skete also answers the question of “how” this might happen concretely—
though generally more implicitly than by offering prescriptive guidelines. In this 
way there is a correlation between New Skete’s answer and those of Bass and 
Dykstra. In their Christian practices approach, Bass and Dykstra provide a 
framework—which this project has further articulated through the four lenses 
(telos, skopós, morphé, practice)—by which communities can think about the 
activities that they do together. Nevertheless, while this framework generally 
provides a way of asking critical questions of the practices that the community is 
performing, it does not offer one way of responding to the questions of adaptation 
and innovation that lay at the heart of this project. At New Skete, there is an ethos 
                                               
840 In conversations and in writing the monks and nuns have noted that to be 
adaptive and at times innovative is the Orthodox way. As they continue to engage in their 
present reality, they are constantly attempting to actualize their faith and practice in ways 
that meet the need that emerge in their unique context. When asked to about this topic, 
one of the brothers said, “We are not trying to preserve relics of the past, but live our faith 
in the present. Isn’t that the Orthodox way.” Monks of New Skete, conversation with 
author, Cambridge, NY. 
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of self-reflection—both in terms of the individual and of the community at large. 
They are ever ready to ask deeply critical questions of what they are doing, in 
order to make sure they are living their faith and monastic callings in authentic 
ways.  
The self-reflective ethos of the community and its members speaks to its 
roots in the ascetical traditions of Christianity—both East and West. As the 
community frequently notes in their published materials, public lectures, and in 
conversations more generally, from the beginning they have sought to actualize 
an asceticism and monasticism informed by the theology, spirituality, and 
mysticism of the Christian East. In a manner consistent with this tradition—which 
was outlined in chapter two, and exemplified in the writings of Maximus—the 
communities at New Skete, are constantly employing a reflective self-awareness 
to make sure that they are living their callings—as Christians and monastics in 
community—authentically. In the discussions around the liturgical renewal 
project and the activities related to the breeding and training programs, some clear 
indication was made regarding how the community deals with the questions of 
adaptation and innovation—foundational to this project—making use of this self-
reflective (contemplative) awareness—both communally and individually. 
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Though the presentation reveals that the way that they respond to these questions 
arises naturally out of their existing structures, with some formal processes in 
place, but with the freedom to respond spontaneously to their circumstances.  
These connections to the conversations in the first three chapters, were 
addressed briefly in chapter four. However, with intention, the choice was made 
to offer an account of the life of New Skete that did not attempt to draw upon the 
connections to these earlier discussions—of particular note is the absence of the 
interpretive lenses that were employed in chapters 1-3. The reason for this was 
twofold. First, the hope was that the presentation of the life and practices of New 
Skete could stand on its own, without much effort to force their unique experiences 
into the categories that had been established in the preceding chapters. In doing 
so, New Skete could be itself. The second reason subtly complexifies this a bit. At 
the same time, it was assumed that the placement of chapter 4 after these 
conversations would shape the way that the account of New Skete would be read. 
Taken together, this means that as one reads about New Skete informed by the 
conversations that took place in the first three chapters, one might begin to employ 
the interpretive lenses naturally, but unencumbered by any direct correlation 
made by the author.  
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This leads to the inclusion of this chapter, which aims at drawing together 
the many strands of thought emerging from this broad conversation. While the 
previous chapter hinted at the connections between the insights that emerged from 
the account of New Skete, the common themes drawn out of the conversation 
between Bass, Dykstra, and Maximus, and the broader aims of this project, it left 
the task of drawing the deeper correlations to this final chapter. More significant 
to the aims of this project, this chapter strives to show how viewing the account of 
New Skete with the insights of the larger conversation about Christian practices in 
Bass, Dykstra, and Maximus, offers one response to the questions around how a 
contemporary Orthodox Christian community can be traditional, while also being 
adaptive and innovative.  
Limits of this Chapter 
It was noted in the previous chapter that New Skete is under the canonical, 
or institutional authority of the Orthodox Church in America—and thereby under 
the pastoral leadership of the Metropolitan Tikhon.841 As of the time of this writing, 
                                               
841 Concerning their conical position, and their relationship to the institution of the 
Orthodox Church the communities write, 
Our understanding of this vocation assumes a faithful connection with the Church. 
We recognize the right of the hierarch to visit, to impart the customary blessings 
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New Skete are in the process of having their Monastic Typicon (their rule of life) 
formally blessed—that is, approved, by Metropolitan Tikhon. It must be stated 
that, there is a limit within the canonical boundaries of the Orthodox Church to 
the degree of adaptation and innovation that can happen, and structures in place 
by which such things happen. This means that although this project offers New 
Skete as an example of how Orthodox Christian communities can adapt and 
innovate practices in ways that are consistent with the received tradition, while 
meeting the needs of the contemporary context, it is not possible to adapt every 
aspect of the forms that practices take and there are boundary limits on the ways 
in which significant innovation can happen within the existing structures of the 
Orthodox Church.842 The model that appears in this chapter, bears the limits of this 
                                               
when called for, and to ordain monks presented to him for orders. Without 
interfering in the internal affairs of the monastery, he has the pastoral 
responsibility to insure the integrity, purpose, and goal of the monastic life as 
defined in this Typicon is preserved. New Skete is located in the territory of the 
Diocese of New York and New Jersey of the Orthodox Church in America but is a 
stavropegial institution subject to the Metropolitan of all America and Canada, who 
is also the Archbishop of Washington. Delegates from our communities participate 
in the All-American Council of the Orthodox Church in America. (New Skete, 
Monastic Typkikon (N.p.: unpublished edition, 2018), 8.) 
842  In contemporary Orthodoxy there are certain practices that are normative. 
Liturgy for example, particularly the Eucharist, is constitutive of the Church. For more on 
this see, Zizioulas, Being as Communion. As such, a practice, like liturgy, are essential to 
the self-identity of Orthodox Christianity, and can only be adapted so much. While it goes 
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structure. However, it is possible for other Orthodox Christian communities in the 
contemporary context to imitate some of the insights that are offered here, as long 
as they do so within the canonical structures of the Orthodox Church and operate 
with the blessing of the hierarch under whose pastoral care they find themselves.843  
Another significant limitation of this study is that New Skete is a 
monastery. It is not lost on this author that while trying to articulate a way to not 
adhere to practices, forms, images, and ideas that emerge from a monastic 
                                               
beyond the scope of this project to dwell too long on this point, it can be stated that liturgy, 
although dynamic, even in the Christian East, maintains certain elements that do not 
change—like the anaphora, the prayer of consecration, etc. The fact is that some ritual 
elements remain, even when they do not make sense any longer. Like the ritual 
processions that reflect entrances into the nave and altar that once reflected an actual 
entrance into the church building, but now takes place within the church building itself. 
Other practices, sacraments in particular, remain despite over the course of the centuries, 
with some formic changes, but are also essential, and therefore, do not go through massive 
revisions, and unlikely will fall out of practice. This chapter together with the previous 
chapter have shown that the renewal project at New Skete has sought to capture the 
dynamic spirit of liturgical practice that existed in an earlier period in the Church.  
 
843 This note is an important caveat that cannot be overstressed. The Orthodox 
Church, structurally is not congregationalist. It has a central local authority in the person 
of the Bishop, for more on the institutional relationship between the bishop and the 
community in Orthodox ecclesiology see, John Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church: The 
Unity of the Church in the Divine Eucharist and the Bishop during the First Three 
Centuries (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2001). Local communities are not 
totally free to adapt and innovate their practices, although, there is a general autonomy 
that may be expressed in the daily life of particular Orthodox communities.  
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context—at least uncritically—the choice was made to study a monastery. As 
noted above, the monastic context of the case study does not mean that the 
proposed model cannot work in lay contexts. The choice to do this was twofold. 
First monasteries, as noted in the previous chapter, are often the historical 
locations of noteworthy development of Christian practices—particularly in the 
Christian East. Bearing in mind that there is a tendency in some streams of 
contemporary Orthodox Christianity to give priority to practices and forms—even 
ideas—that come out of monasteries, it makes sense to look to a monastery as an 
example.844 The second reason for the choice of New Skete is that unlike many 
other communities—monastic or otherwise—it is actually engaging in critical 
reflection towards adaptation and innovation of practices in contextually relevant 
                                               
844 The monks assure their readers—and visitors—that they are not trying to make 
everybody monks or nuns. They write,  
We don't want everyone to become monks. Nevertheless, we do believe that 
monasticism has the capacity to speak universally, to monastics and nonmonastics 
alike, because of its singular concern with ultimate issues, with what real living is 
about. You need not be a monk to share these questions and reflections. You need 
not be religious or pious, either! Mull over them patiently, in an atmosphere of 
silence and thoughtfulness, and you may discover that they are indeed your own. 
(Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 23.) 
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ways. They are doing this in a way that is natural to them and consistent with the 
traditions of which they are representative.  
Nevertheless, in that New Skete is a monastery, there are unique aspects of 
this way of life that do not transfer well to all contexts. However, this would be 
true of any context, as all contexts are different. Some of what works in a 
monastery could work in a parish context, but not everything. Likewise a parish 
has unique needs that would not function well in a monastery. New Skete has 
some clout as an example because they have lay influence. Through their chapel 
community, the Companions, and even their employees. This does make them 
somewhat of a more universally significant example despite their status as a 
monastery. 
Drawing on themes arising in previous chapters, similar to Bass and 
Dykstra—who argue that the telos of Christian life and practice is a way of life 
abundant—there is not always a clearly defined understanding of what that looks 
like in context. Additionally, New Skete’s way of life is likely far more well-
defined than many other Orthodox Christian communities. This is not only in 
regards to the activities that monastic in character. The whole way of life is a 
complex of practices that constitute a monastic communal structure—one unique 
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to New Skete in some ways, but also representative of monasticism more broadly 
in other ways. One of the key features of this is that New Skete is—for lack of a 
better term—an intentional community. This means that it has a formal typikon—
a rule of life. While other Orthodox communities might have rules and bylaws—
some that come from the larger jurisdictional administrative structures (an 
archdiocesan charter for instance)—New Skete lays out formally in writing what 
the communal life ought to look like in most instances—with some room for 
spontaneity and dynamism.845 This also means that they have formally established 
both the telos and skopós of their communal life on multiple levels. This is far less 
common in other Orthodox Christian communities, particularly non-monastic 
contexts. Again, this means there is a limit to how much one is able to utilizes the 
insights of this study to other contexts. This does not mean that there is not 
transferable wisdom. Or that any Orthodox community could decide to have a 
more intentional communal life—with well-defined activities.  
                                               
845 They indicate that communal work, but also other activities, are done together 
to foster community. They write, “Whenever practical we work together, for work in 
common fosters and nourishes that unity which is the hallmark of monastic life.” Monks 
of New Skete, Monastic Typicon, (N.p.: unpublished edition, 2018), 11. 
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At the same time, the intentionality of the communal structure of the 
monastery makes it far easier to see the interplay between the different aspects of 
Christian life and practice as it is actualized at New Skete. Additionally, within the 
written rule of the community, there is a clear indication of how the community 
makes decisions about the different aspects of its way of life. Therefore, it is 
possible, with greater clarity, to extract the model they employ to do this, while 
making a clear distinction between what is unique to New Skete and what other 
Orthodox communities could employ.  
Significantly, the model that the monks and nuns employ in their 
discernment process, is not exclusively monastic. In fact, the underlying claim of 
this chapter, is that such a model could work in many contexts with some 
modification, and ought to include the whole community—clergy and laity alike. 
It is essential that each member actively participates in the community’s way of 
life—engaging in the other share communal activities. The reason for this caveat 
will emerge out of the conversation that unfolds in this chapter. In short here 
though, it is because communal discernment is predicated on shared experience, 
that it can only arise in the midst of shared activities.  
Plan 
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In order to take advantage of the benefits of an established rule of life, this 
chapter will engage closely with the Monastic Typicon of the community—while 
drawing also from the details that emerged from the written artifacts, media, and 
conversations with the monks and nuns presented in the previous chapter. Rather 
than do this haphazardly, it will utilize the lenses that were established in the first 
three chapters of this project—paying special attention to the common themes that 
emerged in the conversation between Bass and Dykstra and Maximus in chapter 
3. With the limits of the case study in mind, it will also make every effort to 
differentiate between what is unique to monasticism at large, what is context 
specific to New Skete, and finally, what could function well in Orthodox 
communities more broadly.  
This chapter will be divided into five sections. Utilizing the lens of telos, the 
first section will examine the Monastic Typikon—and other sources—to better 
understand what the community understands to be the ultimate aim of their 
communal life. This will touch on both the social and ontological aspects of telos.  
It will speak to the aim of communal cohesion and the role of relationality. It will 
also emphasize the value that monks and the nuns place on theosis as an essential 
aspect of this ultimate aim—which includes, not surprisingly, both an awareness 
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of God’s active presence in the midst of their way of life, the capacity that they 
have to participate in God’s activities, and how that connects to the activities that 
they perform as a community and as individuals. In this way it will draw 
connections between the ideas around telos that emerged in chapters 1-3 and the 
case study of New Skete found in chapter 4. 
The second, section will point to the more immediate purposes of the life 
and practices of New Skete. Drawing on the themes of the first three chapters it 
will reveal how the ideas that arose in Maximus—and Eastern Christian theology, 
spirituality, and mysticism more broadly—namely, the acquisition of the virtues—
chiefly love—and the experience of theoria (contemplation) present themselves in 
the Monastic Typicon and in the conversations with and writings of, the brothers 
and sisters. At the same time, it will draw out the important themes around skopós 
arising out of the writings of Bass and Dykstra—like meeting fundamental human 
needs, practical wisdom, and coming to the knowledge of the God who is love.  
Then, through the lens of morphé, it will surface how the community 
navigates the process of giving outward expression to these practices. At the same 
time, it will show that for New Skete an essential aspect of their way of life is to 
constantly, and with intention, actualize their Orthodox faith in contextually 
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relevant forms. It will draw out their understanding that it is quite traditional for 
communities to adapt the form that their inherited practices take. Likewise, it is 
also quite traditional for new practices to develop naturally in Christian 
communities as they attempt to orient towards the ultimate aim and more 
immediate purposes of their shared way of life. At the same time, it will show that 
at New Skete they also utilize forms that have been effective in orienting 
practitioners towards the aim and purposes of Christian life.846 In this way, the 
chapter will draw on the wisdom of Bass and Dykstra and Maximus around 
morphé (form) to flush out the way it functions at New Skete.  
From there, it will examine the practices of the community and how they 
contribute to its way of life. While it will explore a wide breadth of activities 
                                               
846  The efficaciousness of these forms, as will be explained in this chapter, is 
measured through the communal recognition of a common experience. As this chapter 
will evidence, at New Skete, the mechanism and location by which this communal 
recognition happens is in the gathering of the community in their monastic counsel (see 
below). In brief, something is effective if it does what it is supposed to do. If an activity or 
form is supposed to contribute to the deification of the community and is members, then 
performing them will show evidence of this contribution. In an Orthodox Christian 
milieu—as noted in the second and third chapter—and at New Skete—as indicated in the 
fourth chapter—the evidence that an activity or form contributes to the ultimate aim—
theosis—is the cultivation of the virtues and the experience of contemplative awareness. 
This chapter will argue, that at New Skete, the efficaciousness of their innovative practices 
and adapted forms are measured by the recognition of a common experience of the 
cultivation of virtue and contemplative awareness in the mist of these activities.  
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performed at New Skete, special attention will be given to the practices 
highlighted in the previous chapter—the liturgical practices (with their renewal 
project) and breeding program (and the activities related to that). This will show 
that as Bass and Dykstra suggest, these practices constitute a way of life that is 
both markedly Christian and unique to the particular community.  
Finally, having reexamined the community through these four lenses, the 
chapter will conclude with an account of how brothers and sisters go about the 
process of actualizing their faith in contextually relevant ways—especially in 
terms of adapting the form that traditional practices take and incorporating new 
activities into the existing communal structure. To do this, it will return to the two 
practices discussed in the previous chapter—liturgy and the activities related to 
the breeding and training programs. The former being an example of the 
adaptation of form in traditional practices. The latter will reveal the natural 
process by which the brothers and sisters began to recognize the way in which the 
complex of practices related to these programs were complementary to their other 
communal activities, functioning in a manner consistent with them and 
contributing to the aim and purposes of their vocations as monastics in the 20th 
and 21st centuries.  This section will emphasize the role of the monastic council—
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mentioned in the previous chapter—while offering a detailed account of how it 
functions to allow for a cohesive communal discernment process, which allows for 
adaptation and innovation to happen naturally in the community. Ultimately, this 
will reveal that at New Skete it is the communal recognition, in the monastic 
council, of a common experience of the telos manifesting itself in the actualization 
of the purposes through the activities performed by the community, that dictates 
the form in which the community expresses traditional practices outwardly, and 
how they recognize new activities as practices essential to their way of life.  
In the end, this chapter will reveal one model that a contemporary 
Orthodox Christian community can employ, as it attempts to practice their faith in 
contextually relevant ways, while also adhering to the inherited tradition. What 
will also emerge is one actionable response to the questions of adaptation and 
innovation. This response might be too extreme for those adhering to a more 
traditionalist stream of Orthodoxy. At the same time, it might not be progressive 
enough for those who would like to see the Church respond to the present context 
in a more radical way. The sober, balanced, and moderate approach that New 
Skete takes, is described by them as traditional in a deeper more authentic sense. 
It is traditional to be dynamic, to be adaptive, to be innovative, but with the caveat 
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that change must happen naturally, and by divine revelation847 in the midst of 
shared communal experience.  
Section One: Telos 
 Observing New Skete through the lens of telos—with the nuances offered 
through a close reading of Bass and Dykstra on the one hand and the theology, 
spirituality, and mysticism of the Christian East exemplified in the writings of 
Maximus—allows one to see how the ultimate aim of their practices function 
congruently to shape a communal life that is unique to them, while also retaining 
a clearly Orthodox Christian character. It allows one to see that the constitutive 
activities of the community contribute both to a social cohesion—as would be 
essential any community, Christian, religious, monastic, or otherwise—while also 
                                               
847 Divine revelation as a criterion for change can be a challenging idea. How do 
communities know that their practices or the forms that they take reflect the experience 
of divine revelation? Part of this has been addressed in previous chapter. For example, the 
presence of the virtues, as an indication of the embodiment of theosis, and contemplative 
awareness (theoria) as an experience of divine vision, were put forward as signs of divine 
participation—a shorthand in this project for divine revelation. This chapter will offer one 
model by which a community adapts and innovates the practices that constitute their way 
of life, according to the criteria of divine revelation. In brief here, they do so through the 
communal recognition of a shared experience of divine revelation in the midst of practice. 
Common experience, is the measure by which this community come to know that the 
practice or form is or has the capacity to orient its members towards the ultimate aim and 
immediate purposes of their communal life—interestingly these aims and purposes are 
also communally determined, whether locally or denominationally.  
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pointing to a deeper spiritual orientation informed by the theological tradition that 
they seek to embody as a community and individuals. This section will draw out 
some of the key themes that emerge through the use of the lens of telos—with 
special care employed to draw emphasize the ideas that emerged in Chapter 3.  
To begin, it is evident in the Monastic Typicon, written sources, public 
lectures, and candid conversation, that the community seeks to form a way of life 
informed by and faithful to God and their received tradition, while being 
intentional in their desire to actualize this tradition in their present context. They 
seek to live in union with God and one another, through a complex of practices 
that is their distinctive expression of Eastern Christian monasticism. As with most 
Christian communities, the Christian aims of New Skete are inseparable from the 
way the express their way of life. Therefore, this section will accentuate, also, how 
monasticism is the structure in which the telos is actualized—even when those the 
activities that they perform together and as individual are not exclusively 
monastic. 
As a contemporary example of Eastern Christian monasticism, it is no 
surprise that New Skete seeks out the essential aim of that tradition. In addition to 
sharing a common language with the broader traditions of Eastern asceticism the 
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monks at times even discussed Maximus specifically. This make the effort to draw 
connections between their life and the themes of chapter 2 quite simple. They 
understand their monastic life, and the practices that constitute it, in much the 
same way as a figure like Maximus. They clearly see that the aim of their life is 
theosis, or union with God in Christ.848 This fact places them in continuity with 
many streams of Christianity, not the least of which is the Eastern Christian 
tradition. They note, “The whole Patristic tradition witnesses to the chief fact of 
the incarnation: God became human, so that human beings could become God... 
not God by nature but by adoption, by being brought into an everlasting 
communion of love.” 849 This communion through adoption is theosis.  
At the same time, one will note the resonance with the writings of Bass and 
Dykstra on the telos of Christian practices. Chapter three pointed to the correlation 
between theosis in Maximus and the larger Eastern Christian tradition and concept 
of participation in the activities of God noted by Bass and Dykstra. This resonance 
                                               
848 Throughout the many lectures and conversations that informed this project, the 
monks and nuns noted the significance of theosis as the aim of Christian life broadly, and 
their particular monastic life in general. One of the brothers even state that “Theosis is the 
goal.” Monks, conversation with Author.  
849 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 01-25-2017," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, January 25, 2017. 
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also reverberates in the life of New Skete. Additionally, the brothers and sisters 
frequently make use of ideas like “way of life” and “life of faith” in a manner 
consistent with Bass and Dykstra, but that also reflects the Eastern Christian 
identity of the community.  
According to New Skete, the aim of monasticism, and Christianity more 
broadly, is a way of life that is oriented toward the goal of union with God. The 
activities they do—ascetical practices as they might call them—contribute to this 
accomplishment of this goal. They write that, “What attracted [them] to 
monasticism was the prospect of living in communion with God.”850 It is not that 
any way of life does not some form of ascesis (exercise or practice), but they have 
decided to leave behind their “former” one to live a new one with its own 
expression of asceticism. They suggest, “[this] asceticism also calls on us to let go 
of our former way of life. Letting go of possessions may be the easier task, 
redefining relations with family and friends may be more challenging. Becoming 
ever more malleable and receptive to the promptings of God in our life is the 
goal.851 It is important to note that they do not do this for something to happen in 
                                               
850 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 115. 
851 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 5.  
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their lives—as if by living a certain way of life will necessarily cause something 
theosis to happen. Instead they live this way of life to become “ever more malleable 
and receptive.” 
 They understand their way of life, is a response to God’s call, which is heard 
in their innermost parts—a call that is expressed in the Gospel. They suggest that 
monasticism is simply a reply, in action, to this Gospel call.852 There whole way of 
life, as communicated in their rule, responds to this very call. They write,   
Monastic life is, in the deepest sense, a response to a desire from one’s inner 
being. This call is drawn forth by the Holy Spirit to a life guided by the 
living Word of God. The Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ is that ultimate 
rule of life. The Typicon of New Skete Monasteries puts into words how we 
attempt to live that Gospel life in our community.853 
                                               
852 At New Skete they do not have any preconceived notions about the superiority 
of monastic life. They do not take their call to monastic life as a call to abandon the world 
from which they have retreated. Monasticism must always be open to the world. Monks 
and nuns must see their unique call just one of many that arise out of Christian life. Fr. 
Robert Arida notes in his discussion of New Skete that, 
As a monastic community New Skete is opened to the world. This itself indicates 
that its members do not count monastic life as being superior to life in the world. 
On the contrary, New Skete holds to the idea that monastic life is but one path to 
sanctification and transfiguration. Its incorporation of non-monastics into its 
corporate worship and overall way of life is recognition that there must be no 
polarization between different ways of Christian life leading to the Kingdom.” 
(Robert M. Arida, "The Gift of New Skete," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand 
Down: Essays Collected in Honor of the 50th Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: 
Alexander Press, 2016), 7.) 
853 New Skete, Monastic Typicon (N.p.: unpublished edition, 2018), 4.  
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While this call shapes the way in which they live their particular way of life as a 
community, it also shapes the way that they are to relate to those outside the 
boundaries of the monastery. For them, “Following the Gospel wholeheartedly 
means an authentic love for our brothers and sisters, both in the monastery and 
without. It is this singleness of purpose that is the heart of monastic life.” 854 Their 
rule requires them to be witness to the love and communion of God amongst 
themselves, but in relation to the world.855  Their monastic rule “calls on [them] to 
live a life seeking unity within [their] community and also among the Churches. 
Christ’s prayer was, ‘May they all be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in 
you, so that they also may be in us.’”856 
                                               
854 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 3.  
855 They seek to relate to the world as it is, without preconditions, and as they are 
themselves. About this quality Fr. Robert Arida writes, “New Skete’s openness to the 
world is a humble and generous expression of wanting to serve and love the world by 
drawing into itself the pain, sorrows, fears and sin. It is a place of pilgrimage where in its 
liturgical celebration “all things are being made new.” Robert M. Arida, "The Gift of New 
Skete," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand Down: Essays Collected in Honor of the 50th 
Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: Alexander Press, 2016), 7. 
856 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 5.  
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 Every activity that they do together and as individuals seeks to shape the 
way of life that is oriented towards communion with God and the world. 857 As 
they authentically live their monastic life the community and its members are able 
to recognize God’s presence in the midst thereof. Describing this they declare,  
We desire to grow in an authentic monastic way of life.  Within our 
community our vision is to foster the total integration of each person 
through the practice of the spiritual life. The chief characteristic of this is 
metanoia, a change of mind and heart that is progressively ever more 
responsive to the words of Christ. Realizing God’s presence through our 
contemplative life puts us in touch with true peace and compassion.858 
 
This process of integration extends throughout the life of the monastic. It is an 
“ongoing process.” This is because, as they believe, “Christ calls us to ongoing 
                                               
857 This is not something know intellectually according to the monks, but rather 
experientially. The monks write, 
Though we cannot fully understand the Divine mystery in itself, we can 
nonetheless come to know and value it in certain ways through contemplation, to 
meet it through our own ever-deepening awareness and love of the world around 
us, of our fellow human beings, and of the universe itself. Though our knowledge 
and understanding of the mystery will always be imperfect and provisional, we 
will know more and more the experience of loving and being loved by God. 
("Companions of New Skete--Reflection 05-28-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, May 28, 2018.) 
858  New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 5-6. Here, one will also note the correlation 
between the activities that form their way of life and their capacity to cultivate the virtues 
that are the embodiment of aim of Christian life. This will be drawn out more explicitly in 
the section on skopós.  
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growth through the inspiration of the Spirit. As a result, the process of formation 
to our way of life is dynamic and extends throughout the lifetime of each 
monastic.”859 
 The way of life of the community seeks to contribute to the growth of faith 
in the life of each of its members through the communal structure that has been 
established since the founding of the community. As in Bass and Dykstra, the way 
of life provides opportunities for members of the community to cultivate the 
personal dimensions of the telos. The Typicon reads: 
From our beginning New Skete has followed a cenobitic way of life as our 
means of living out the call of the Gospel. We are inspired by the first 
disciples in the Acts of the Apostles who “held all things in common,” and 
who gathered together daily for prayer.  Our daily interaction with each 
other in the midst of work, liturgy, the offering of hospitality, and prayer 
continues to flower in a community of mutual support, discernment, and 
the sharing of joys and challenges. 860  
 
Each of the activities that constitute their way of life, also contributes to this 
individual growth in the life of faith of the community. In a sense they are all 
expressions of the prayerful quality of their communal life. Each activity offers the 
member the opportunity to enter into an intimate encounter with God—as if in 
                                               
859 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 10.  
860 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 6.  
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prayer. The communal structure—the way of life—constituted by these practices 
shapes the faith life of each member.  For instance, 
The essence of prayer is intimacy with God, a sense of God’s presence in 
whatever we do. Whether we are alone or in church, conversing with a 
brother or sister, working with the dogs, or being hospitable with all whom 
we meet, prayer manifests itself and informs all aspects of life. This is 
unceasing prayer. It pervades everything and is at the core of our monastic 
life. 861 
 
The way of life allows for the growth in faith through the activities that constitute 
it. These activities simultaneously shape the community and its individual 
members.  
Nevertheless, in order to assure that community is actualizing a way of life 
that allows for faith and the growth in the life of faith of its members—and that 
also allows for the possibility for them to recognize God’s active presence in the 
midst of the activities that constitute such a life—there is a need to test it. As noted 
in the early chapters of this project, chapter 3 in particular, the lens of skopós 
provides some valuable texture to the discussion of Christian practices. The next 
                                               
861  New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 18. One will note the inclusion of the phrase 
“working with the dogs.” This including the line in the midst of a discussion of the 
activities that contribute to the actualization of the telos reveals the significance of the 
breeding and training program to the way of life of the community and its relationship to 
the faith life of the monks and nuns. More on this will follow in subsequent sections.   
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section will employ this lens to reveal the more immediate purposes of the life and 
practices of New Skete in an effort to lay the foundations for their answer to the 
question of adaptation and innovation—while also be useful as communities test 
the effectiveness of their communal activities in actualizing their intended telos.  
Section Two: Skopós 
As in the discussion of Maximus, employing the lens of skopós when 
examining the life and practices of New Skete surfaces two essential themes, the 
acquisition of virtue—particularly love—and contemplative awareness (theoria). 
This is in part because the community shares a common spiritual heritage with 
Maximus—and at times they are even directly influenced by his thought in 
particular.  They are an Eastern Christian monastery. At the same time, they 
borrow from the Western Christian traditions that are also part of their local 
history.862 Nevertheless, they aim to actualize an intentional monastic asceticism—
and mysticism—that is more intentionally informed by its Eastern expressions. 
Simultaneously, one cannot help but to notice that there are certain purposes that 
                                               
862 This is more apparent in their contemplative practices—like lectio divina, which 
although not foreign to an Eastern Christian context, the monks tend to perform in a 
manner more consistent with its Western Christian expression.  
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the lens surfaces that resonate more with the writings of Bass and Dykstra. For 
example, they frequently make note of their desire to fulfill certain fundamental 
needs of the monastery and its members, the Orthodox Church, and the world. 
The leads naturally to the need for the practical wisdom required to meet the more 
fundamental needs. This section will draw out these four themes (virtue, 
contemplation, meeting fundamental needs, and cultivating practical wisdom) as 
manifested in the life of the community.  
Virtue 
As with any community, there are certain virtues that are common to the 
context in which New Skete finds itself. While in some cases virtues are common 
to many contexts, there are also those that are specific to one or another milieu. 
One might point to prayer, humility863, patience, and love as fairly universal. While 
virtues like obedience 864 , “monastic chastity” 865 ,  “monastic poverty” 866 , and 
                                               
863 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 14.  
864 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 14.  
865 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 15.  
866 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 14.  
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“renunciation of the world” 867, as context specific—either to monasticism broadly 
or New Skete in their particular expression of these virtues. 
As was seen in the writings of Maximus, there are certain activities which 
are effective in cultivating particular virtues. For example, in the section on 
monastic practices at New Skete the community writes this about fasting: “Fasting 
from such substances and activities helps to break their hold on us. It helps us 
confront emotions and behaviors we so often repress—irritability, anger, fear, 
                                               
867 The communities understand their renunciation of the world in a manner that 
reflects their unique context. Concerning this the community writes, 
In monastic tradition renunciation of the world reflects a profound paradox: a true 
love for the world and God’s creation balanced by a steady repudiation of the 
world whenever its connection with the Reign of God has been severed. In 
renouncing the world in this sense, we reject what all authentic spiritual traditions 
have rejected: the emptiness and vanity of the world and its pursuits. Rather, we 
aspire to affirm the world as seen and created by God and to pursue in the deepest 
sense the world filled with God’s presence, redeemed by Christ, awaiting his final 
coming. For this reason, we should never understand that monastic life is ever 
antisocial. In its communal life it seeks the most profound level of communion 
between human beings as well as with God’s creation. (New Skete, Monastic 
Typicon, 13.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
558 
procrastination and anxiety.”868 As with Maximus869, the brothers and sisters note 
that a practice like fasting helps cultivate the virtues necessary to address 
particular passions—also called vices. For Maximus, as for the monks and nuns at 
New Skete, there is a certain priority given to love among the virtues. It is a 
crowning jewel of the virtues. Papanikolaou notes that for Maximus, “the telos of 
the human is to be more loving, to learn how to love, which is embodied 
deification.”870 The embodiment of the telos in the midst of history has been called 
the skopós of Christian life and practice in this project.  
If this is the case, then actualizing love in the midst of the world—for God, 
neighbor871, and the world itself—is the immediate purpose of any activity that the 
                                               
868  New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 20. While fasting is not common across all 
Christian traditions, at least in some form, fasting is a normative practice for Orthodox 
Christians. Many of the fasting rules come out of the monastic tradition and have fixed 
forms. In practice there is likely more diversity in the outward expression of this 
important practice. As noted in the introduction the role of fasting came up amongst the 
several topics at the 2016 Great and Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church held in Crete. 
This is at times a divisive issue for those with who strive for a rigid adherence to a 
perceived continuity of practices.  
869  Cf. Centuries on Love, I.79. 
870 Aristotle, "Learning How to Love," 241. 
871 Love of neighbor is a significant theme to which the communities frequently 
return. In one of their reflections the monks write, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
559 
community or individual does. The monks note, “The Christ-filled (Christian) life 
is a life of sincere, hearty, and steadfast love for all.” 872 The monks often note that 
the real content of Tradition is love. They insist, “The real test of our faithfulness 
as disciples of Christ is not our conformity to small ‘t’ tradition, but always looking 
to follow the Gospel of love. Whenever religion gets stuck in small ‘t’ rigidity, we 
dishonor the core tradition that Jesus passed on to us: Love one another, as I have 
loved you.”873 The monks insist that monastic life “proves that it really is possible 
for people to live together and strive to base every action on fraternal charity, on 
the love of God and his word, without trying to escape the realities of life, but 
                                               
Jesus’ command to “love your neighbor” is not couched with caveats, love your 
neighbor if your neighbor is Orthodox, or of the same race as you are, or the same 
age, social standing, and the list of limits is infinite. Love your neighbor is open-
ended: no litmus tests are to be performed first. We cannot say, my neighbor just 
doesn’t measure up. We cannot say, I love my neighbor, and then not treat that 
neighbor with respect. The Good Samaritan was an outsider who fulfilled the law 
the law-abiders were loath to fulfill. Christ ate with tax collectors and prostitutes, 
and was criticized for it. Still he proclaimed, “what you do for the least of these, 
you do for me.” If God is in my neighbor, then so is the possibility of sanctity. 
("Companions of New Skete--Reflection 11-24-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, November 24, 2017.) 
872 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 01-29-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, January 29, 2018. 
873 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 02-16-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, February 16, 2018. 
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instead learning to embrace them. It really is possible to acquire peace, quiet, 
clarity of mind, self-control, and mutual understanding and cooperation.” 874 The 
very existence of New Skete is a sign that this life of love is possible in practice. 
With all this this talk of love, one might ask, “Just what is this love? “What 
does love look like?” To this the monks respond, “Actual love is the willingness to 
give the other what we would like for ourselves the golden rule continually going 
out from our own limited selves toward the other, unhampered by whatever we 
might happen to be feeling at the moment.”875 The brothers and sisters recognize 
that in order to love, as they feel called to love through the Gospel, they must be 
open to the transformative presence of God. It is only through the indwelling of 
God, in the Spirit, that one is able to act according to the definitive virtues, the 
“ethical ideals” 876, that are definitive of their way of life. Put in another way, virtue 
is the actualization of a deepening union with God. Without God, they understand 
that no virtue—let alone love, is possible. They believe,  
                                               
874 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 24-25. 
875 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 238. 
876 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 01-17-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, January 17, 2018. 
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To be able to follow the ethical ideals of Jesus, it seems some level of inner 
experience with God is necessary. It does not seem possible for us to obey 
any spiritual law regarding issues like forgiveness of enemies, self-
emptying, humble use of power, or treating others as we would like to be 
treated, except in and through our union with God. It is the Holy Spirit 
within, enabling us to obey any law or to know its true purpose. Today, 
with the help of God’s grace, let us open our hearts to this understanding 
and the strength to carry out our purpose in life.877 
 
This closing imperative to ”open up the heart” also speaks to another aspect of 
skopós, namely, theoria, or contemplation. Recognizing the indwelling of the God 
who is love—in the individual, in the community, and in the world—is of vital 
significance to the actualization of their way of life.  
Contemplation 
 Although contemplation is of particular importance to the way of life at 
New Skete, the brothers and sisters see it as foundational to Christian life as a 
whole. Maximus and the broader Eastern Christian ascetical tradition see it as a 
part of the natural progression of the spiritual life. One moves from practice of the 
virtues, to a deeper awareness—given by grace—of God’s presence in the world. 
This does not require one to be a monk or a nun. As the monks assure, 
                                               
877 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 01-17-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, January 17, 2018. 
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The true contemplative is the one who lives in balance, infusing his activity 
with a spirit of respectful thoughtfulness and attention. This is as true for 
the Wall Street executive or the clerk bagging groceries as it is for the monk. 
Not all of us can do the same work, but each of us can work in a spirit that 
transforms whatever work we happen to be doing.878 
  
No matter where one finds oneself, one is able open onself up to contemplation, 
through the certain activities oriented towards the aim and purpose of that life. 
The whole of life can become contemplative.879  
                                               
878  Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 270. Eastern Christian theology and 
spirituality does not detach the contemplative aspect of Christian life from the more 
mundane activities of life. One does not need to flee from one’s everyday life to be a 
contemplative. The monks clarify this when they write, 
We can be tempted to retreat from life’s challenge in favor of some sort of 
contemplative ideal -- but such an ideal seems foreign to the witness of Jesus, the 
Wisdom of God, who is the contemplative par excellence, and who teaches us that 
contemplative wisdom is neither detached from everyday life nor artificial. Being 
contemplative is being consciously connected to reality, all the while being 
mindful of the sacred presence that pervades each of our activities. From such a 
gospel perspective “action” and “contemplation” are not rivals, but facets of one 
reality. ("Companions of New Skete--Reflection 05-10-2017," e-mail to 
Companions of New Skete, May 10, 2017.) 
This also reveals the fact that, what one does is only important inasmuch as it orients 
towards a certain aim and particular purposes that are essential to Christian life. What 
one does, and how one does it, depends on the context in which one finds oneself. This is 
important to what follows in the section on morphé.  
879 As the monks note, “While not everyone is called to be ‘a contemplative” in the 
professional, vowed sense, what matters is the contemplative orientation of the whole life 
of our prayer. If we pray “in the Spirit,” we are not running away from life, negating 
visible reality in order to ‘see God’.”  "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 06-11-2018," 
e-mail to Companions of New Skete, June 11, 2018. 
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In that New Skete is an Orthodox Christian community, that seeks to 
actualize an Eastern Christian monasticism in the present, it is only natural that it 
will bear the wisdom of that tradition. Not the least of which is their use of 
prominent concepts from the ascetical tradition of the Christian East more broadly, 
and at time Maximus in particular. So, although they see that contemplation is an 
activity that is vital to Christians of all walks of life, they actualize it in a manner 
that suits their particular context. In one reflection to the Companions, the brothers 
note, 
Tradition is a vital, collective memory and experience of Christ that forms 
and effects the whole person. Theoria physike — natural contemplation — is 
the mysterious, silent revelation of God in the cosmos, in the world, and in 
our own lives. This is the multiform wisdom that intuits and apprehends 
the wisdom and glory of God: in the spirit of the scriptures, not in the letter; 
in the logoi of created things, their meaning, not their materiality; in our true 
self, our deepest spirit, not our egos; in the inner current of history and 
meaning. By perceiving the inner meaning of history as an evolving process 
towards a fulfillment in Christ we learn to trust the wisdom of God and 
open ourselves to an ever-deepening experience of contemplation.880 
 
One should recognize the connection between what is written here and language 
that Maximus uses to describe Christian life and practice. Theoria is an “intuitive” 
                                               
880 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 05-02-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, May 2, 2018. 
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apprehension of God’s presence in the world throughout history—“in the logoi of 
created things, their meaning, not their materiality.”881  
Knowledge of the God who is love 
While Bass and Dykstra do not use the language of skopós in their writings, 
it is possible to identify the ways in which they draw out a distinction between the 
ultimate aim and more immediate purposes of Christian practices. There is in this 
a not-so-subtle connection between Maximus’ thought and the writings of Bass 
and Dykstra on skopós—namely, between theoria in Maximus and the coming to 
the knowledge of the God who is love noted in Bass and Dykstra. To come to the 
knowledge of the God who is love is to have an experience of contemplative 
awareness (theoria). Such experiences are essential to the way of life at New Skete. 
While to know that one has reached the intended aim is impossible, say the monks, 
it is possible to have some experiences that provide some indication that one is on 
the correct path. About this “awareness” the monks write, 
Though we cannot fully understand the Divine mystery in itself, we can 
nonetheless come to know and value it in certain ways through 
contemplation, to meet it through our own ever-deepening awareness and 
                                               
881  Here a connection to Maximus’ theology is more explicitly articulated—
particularly in his Ambigua 7 and 10. See chapter 3, for a more detailed explication of his 
thought on the subject as it relates to Christian practices.  
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love of the world around us, of our fellow human beings, and of the 
universe itself. Though our knowledge and understanding of the mystery 
will always be imperfect and provisional, we will know more and more the 
experience of loving and being loved by God.882 
 
This awareness is accompanied be “love of the world around us, of our fellow 
human beings, and of the universe itself” and the “experience of loving and being 
loved by God.” From this love, both experienced and embodied, come a desire to 
act on this love to meet the needs of a world in want.  
Meeting Fundamental Human Needs 
Practices have the capacity to meet both physical and spiritual human 
needs—even allowing the practitioner to bridge the perceived divide between 
these two fundamental aspects of the human person—those of the individual, the 
community, neighbor, and of the world.883 The desire to meet the needs of these 
concentric circles of relation, is an important purpose of New Skete’s way of being 
                                               
882 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 05-28-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, May 28, 2018. 
883 Returning to the example of fasting they write, Fasting restores the equilibrium 
of the human body, makes it a willing partner in the task of prayer, and allows us to be 
alert, awake, and responsive to the voice of the Spirit…This brings us to the point where 
we appreciate the full force of Christ’s statement, “One does not live by bread alone, but 
by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” (New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 20.) 
Fasting is not an empty ritual for the communities. It orients them on a trajectory towards 
the cultivation of a meaningful encounter with God.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
566 
in the world. The see it as a central aspect of their call to monastic life—stating 
that, “the rhythms of monastic life challenge us daily to put the needs of others 
first.”884 This takes many forms of course. For example, they note, “Many local 
people have regularly attended worship with us since the foundation of our 
monastery. They constitute a chapel community, and we provide them and their 
children spiritual nourishment and pastoral guidance.” 885  Their sphere of 
influence moves well beyond their chapel community. In this way they are 
following a long tradition of monasticism bearing witness in love through 
hospitality and a prayerful way of life—yet they do it in their own unique way. 
Concerning this they attest,   
For close to two millennia, the varied and wide-ranging expressions of 
monasticism have had two constants: the praise of God in common, and the 
asceticism of love of brother or sister and of “other”—wayfarers to 
monasteries in the wilderness, or neighbors to monasteries in Egypt, 
Palestine and Constantinople, or the British Isles, Rome and Gaul. So we 
too, for fifty years welcomed thousands of visitors, pilgrims, tourists, and 
customers for puppies and dog training, cheese and cheesecake and 
smoked meats. This very natural and inevitable interaction reflects the 
reality of life, for example, in places like Skete, our namesake in Egypt, 
where pilgrims streaming into the Nitrian Desert seeking counsel or refuge, 
while monks filed into towns selling their baskets or mats, and returning 
                                               
884 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 5.  
885 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 8. They continue with the caveat that “from [their] 
beginning this has had hierarchical approval.” 
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with supplies, meager as they might be. This two-way movement has 
mutual benefit.  The visitor often leaves with “a Word” or some inspiration 
from the Liturgy and divine services, and is more at peace from the simple 
hospitality and the quiet and natural beauty of our location with its 
dramatic contrast of seasons. We, on our part, acquire some compassion 
and learn to priority of listening and the importance of praying for those 
who are suffering or in some need.886 
 
While people come to the monastery for many reasons, it has been the experience 
of the monks and nuns, that they inevitable leave with “a Word.”  They offer this 
“Word” in many ways, reaching people as they are able. As their rule states, 
“Insofar as our common life allows and as the Spirit moves, we will be concerned 
to share the fruits of our life in retreats and published material, and be available to 
those who come to us desiring guidance and support on the spiritual path.” 887 
Just as Bass and Dykstra balance the communal and the personal aspects of 
Christian life and practice 888 , so too does community seek to find the same 
                                               
886 Brother Stavros Winner, "Introduction," in Fossil or Leaven The Church We Hand 
Down: Essays Collected in Honor of the 50th Anniversary of New Skete (Montreal, QC: 
Alexander Press, 2016), viii. 
887 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 12.  
888 In the writings of Bass and Dykstra, there is a balance between the way of life 
of the community constituted by particular shared activities, and the faith and life of faith 
that each member of that community cultivate through active participation in that life. See 
chapters 1 and 3 for more details on the different aspects of telos in Bass and Dykstra.  
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equilibrium in their common and individual lives as monastics. The brothers and 
the sisters understand part of their call in the community is to “to support each 
other’s deepest spiritual aspirations and ideals by helping to preserve a prayerful 
and contemplative atmosphere.” 889  At the same time the seek to cultivate an 
authentic community. As they recognize in their rule,  
This implies the constant struggle to find a healthy balance between the 
practice of community and the legitimate spiritual need for silence and 
solitude. What we discover and experience is how these two realities 
deepen each other, working together to foster an integration of the human 
reality grounded in the movement of the Spirit. Just as we have found in 
human friendships a crucial opportunity for hearing and receiving a word 
of God that is spiritually nourishing and intimate, so we also have found 
that the regular practice of silence and solitude is absolutely necessary for 
developing healthy community life. 890 
 
As Bass and Dykstra also note, the communal way of life informs personal faith, 
while personal faith experience shapes the community.891 Each provides wisdom 
as the community and its members seek to meet fundamental needs in their 
context and in their circles of influence.  
Providing Practical Wisdom 
                                               
889 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 9.  
890 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 6.  
891 See Chapter One and Three.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
569 
 Practical wisdom is an essential purpose of practices, whether Christian or 
not, as was attested to in the writings of Bass and Dykstra. At New Skete, practical 
wisdom is essential to Christian life, especially for the monastic. It is not enough 
for one to have acquired an encyclopedic knowledge of certain Christian facts or 
truth claims. Instead one must come to a deeper wisdom. This wisdom is practical 
in that it informs the way communities and their members engage in activities of 
everyday life. The monks write, 
“The monk is not interested in accumulating facts in some purely academic 
manner; he is interested in obtaining wisdom, and learning how to manifest 
it in everyday living. We believe this is the key to living a full life, which is 
why it concerns each of us, whatever our religious affiliation happens to 
be.”892 
 
Wisdom that arises out of practice is experiential wisdom, participatory wisdom. 
The monks and nuns speak frequently about how their experiences in the midst of 
practice have opened them up to a depth of wisdom that shapes and reshapes the 
way that they actualize their faith in the midst of their daily life. Such wisdom 
shapes the activities that constitute their way of life and the forms that these 
practices take. The section that follows will explore how the New Skete offers their 
                                               
892 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, xiii. 
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voice to the conversation around the idea of “form” as has been discussed thus far 
in this project.  
Section Three: Morphé 
As might be evident already, at New Skete form is at once dynamic and 
static. Reflecting on their way of life through the lens of morphé some parallels can 
be found between the thought of Bass and Dykstra as well as Maximus. Dykstra 
and Bass note, “Because the circumstances in which human beings live are always 
concrete, conflicted, and in flux, those who seek to live faithfully must necessarily 
wonder where and how to discern the specific shape that a way of life abundant 
might take in a given time and place.”893 At the same time, like Maximus, Dykstra 
and Bass see the value of doing things that have worked historically—at times in 
the forms in which they have received them. This section will draw out these two 
themes as they are present in the rule of the community and in their way of life 
more broadly. It will give some priority to their liturgical practices as an activity 
which in their context express the dynamic and static aspects of form at New Skete.  
                                               
893 Dykstra and Bass, “A Theological Understanding,” 15–16. 
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The monastics want their way of life, and the practices that constitute it, to 
be a dynamic actualization of their faith in their contemporary context. They 
understand the value of continued performance of traditional practices—both 
those specific to monasticism and those that emerge from the broader Eastern 
Christian tradition. At the same time, they are adamant about not being curators 
of museum pieces. 894  They want their outward expression of these essential 
practices to make sense for their context and to bear meaning for them therein. In 
this way, they are doing much of the same work that Bass and Dykstra suggest in 
their work, “[crafting] the specific forms each practice can take within [the 
community’s] own social and historical circumstances.”895  
One example of this dynamism is found in the complex of practices named 
asceticism. At New Skete, the monastics understand asceticism is “a fundamental 
tool of monastic life” that takes shape in different forms depending on context. 896 
They write, “How [asceticism] is lived out varies widely in the tradition. Our rule 
                                               
894 Cf. Monks of New Skete, The Divine Liturgy, xiii. 
895 "What are Christian Practices?" What are Christian Practices? | Practicing Our 
Faith, accessed October 07, 2017, http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-are-christian-
practices.  
896 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 4.  
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of life affirms that a measured self-discipline is essential to monastic living. This 
will bear healthy fruit when it is rooted in love for our sisters and brothers and for 
all who cross our path.”897 As New Skete was formed, the monks, and later the 
nuns, asked themselves what does monastic asceticism look like today—a 
question that they understand must be asked again and again.  
Tradition is a central idea in the life of New Skete. They are simultaneously 
trying to actualize the inner significance of the Tradition—“to live the Gospel of 
love”—while being ever-ready to engage critically with it, so as to make sure their 
present expression of Tradition is consistent with the past and contextually 
appropriate in the present. The understanding the community has regarding 
Tradition is significant as one considers the questions of adaptability and 
innovation. One the one had they perform practices that have been associated with 
monasticism since its inception. They note, “As worship and work constitute the 
major part of our day, together they form a bond linking us to more than sixteen 
                                               
897 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 4-5. Elsewhere they write, “The monastic rule (or 
prescribed way of living), though it varies somewhat from place to place or in different 
times, provides its subjects with the professional opportunities, means, safeguards, and 
support to follow the Gospel precepts, for service to others, for changing one's ways, for 
salvation and enlightenment.” Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 25. 
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hundred years of monastic history.” 898  One the other hand, they understand 
dynamism to be a vital aspect of tradition. For example, they suggest, “As is 
consistent with Orthodox monastic tradition, New Skete has its own liturgical 
typicon.” 899 Careful reading here points to a foundational understanding held by 
New Skete, adaptation is traditional.  
One might consider adaptability a virtue at New Skete. In almost every 
aspect of their lives together, one can see their ability to adapt to the needs of the 
present context. For example, describing their communal work—as a practice—
the communities write, 
From the foundation of New Skete we have attempted a variety of 
enterprises to sustain ourselves economically, favoring those endeavors 
that are more fitting to our way of life. We remain ready and willing to take 
on whatever work is best suited to sustain us economically and is not 
detrimental to, or in conflict with, the total fabric of our life.900 
 
Here, though speaking about work, one can see that at New Skete, the outward 
expression of the practices that constitute their monastic life must always allow for 
them to actualize ultimate aim and immediate purpose of that life.  
                                               
898 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 12.  
899 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 10.  
900 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 11.  
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Section Four: Practice 
 Part of what makes New Skete so adaptable is their spirit of creativity. They 
see creativity as an essential aspect of what it means to be human. It permeates—
or ought to—all aspects of human life. Creativity in the midst of Christian life 
allows communities and individuals to become more authentically themselves. In 
one reflection the brothers write, 
Creativity is more expansive in our lives than we realize. It is what 
distinguishes us as human beings. Each of us interacts with life in our own 
distinctive way, and there is enormous joy in discovering that the work of 
art we’re creating through our activity is ourselves. Creativity plays with 
the possible, and when we are being creative we feel fully alive and vibrant, 
celebrants at the liturgy of life. So, look to yourself and feel the possibilities, 
think of what can be and follow your path with zeal and dedication. No 
greater joy is known to human beings than the satisfaction that comes with 
creatively becoming who we are meant to be. 901 
 
In manifesting their creative spirit New Skete has become a place where the 
community, its members, and even their guests experience the joy that comes from 
authenticity.  
Part of this authenticity comes in performing certain activities in forms that 
makes sense for the unique life of the community—and in the contemporary 
                                               
901 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 09-03-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, September 3, 2018. 
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American context more generally. In many cases these activities are not unique to 
Christianity, or even monasticism—though they can hold a special place in both. 
For example, hospitality. Their Typicon notes that “Hospitality is an essential 
characteristic of monasticism. In that tradition, our communities welcome to our 
monastery all pilgrims seeking a place of healing and prayer, where they can find 
rest for their souls.”902 They see this practice as central, even essential, to their 
monastic vocation—providing one way of coming to know God in practice—
allowing them also to share the love of God as well. It has the added benefit of 
sharing their way of life with those to whom they are offering hospitality.903 This 
dual inward and outward orientation can be found in any and all of their activities 
                                               
902 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 7.  
903 They write “receiving guests and retreatants, for example, allows us to receive 
Christ, and has always been a central monastic responsibility. Receiving guests also 
permits us to share the fruits of our whole life with others.” Monks of New Skete, In the 
Spirit, 302. 
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both communal and personal—for instance: worship, personal prayer 904 , 
retreats905, hesychasm906, and solitude and contemplation.907 
 Practices require practice for practitioners to reap their full benefit. The full 
benefit of such activities, at the same time, is noticeably out of reach. At New Skete, 
the brothers and sisters aim at a type of perfection, an ontological (by grace) 
perfection through union with God—theosis. As can be the case with the telos of 
Christian life—at least in existential terms—this perfection is out of reach in its 
                                               
904 New Skete, Monastic Typikon, 10. 
905 New Skete, Monastic Typikon, 10. 
906  New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 10. Concerning silence (hesychasm) the 
community writes, 
In order to open ourselves more and more to God we have to develop an attitude 
of inner listening. This requires a discerning practice of silence. Silence means not 
making noise, anything from unconscious slamming of doors to untrammeled, 
unnecessary, unreflective speech.  When our lives embody silence, we show a 
basic respect for those around us, which is why true silence is always oriented 
towards a deepening prayerfulness. Silence is not simply not speaking. We can be 
physically silent while our thoughts are as noisy as a marketplace. Or our silence 
can be cold as ice, the silence of passive aggression. Such “silence” is no silence at 
all. Not only do we aspire to a spirit of silence, we also keep a discipline of physical 
silence at certain times and places as indispensable to monastic life. Most 
especially, this begins in the cell, the place par excellence for silence, but also 
applies to hallways and other designated areas.” (Monastic Typikon, 18-19.) 
907 They write, “Solitude and contemplation help us to fill out our relationship to 
God as members of this particular believing community. This is what defines us as monks 
and nuns.” Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 302.  
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fullness in the present age. There remains a hope, in the future that somehow 
perfection as union with God will come. New Skete is founded—in part—on the 
belief that with the proper intention the practitioner can experience a foretaste of 
this future perfection in the midst of the spiritual practices that constitute their 
way of life. About this the brothers write,  
“Practice makes perfect.” Well, not really, since perfection always seems to 
rest beyond what is humanly possible, in the eschatological future. But 
there is no doubt that if we want to improve at anything we must dedicate 
time and energy to it. This is no less true of our spiritual practice. If we truly 
wish to become more God conscious, more in harmony with God’s will, we 
must be disciplined and regular in our practice. Only then, shall we see its 
fruits, in a more integrated and connected life. 908 
 
This quote demonstrates just what constitutes, an “integrated and connected life.” 
Such a life is one where the community or individual performs their spiritual 
practices with the appropriate “dedication of time and energy,” in a “disciplined 
and regular” manner, and oriented towards the aim (telos) of perfection. Only 
when this happens can a community or individual begin to see the fruits—or 
perhaps manifest the purposes—of this oriented practice in their becoming “more 
God conscious”—having a contemplative awareness of God (theoria)—and “more 
                                               
908 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 09-28-2018," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, September 28, 2018. 
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in harmony with God’s will”—or perhaps better to say, acquire the virtues 
definitive of a Christian life. All this happens in the midst of the practices of the 
community’s way of life.  
Interestingly for the purposes of this project, the communities understand 
that even their work functions as a practice that shapes their way of life.909 This is 
not unusual, of course, for Christian monastic traditions in both East and West—
one need not look further than the monastic rules of Basil and Benedict to see the 
significance of work in monastic life. Likewise, the communities note, in a manner 
that parallels the writings of Bass and Dykstra on the subject of Christian practices, 
“The need to work is common to all humanity and part of the natural order.”910  It 
is a something common to all humanity, and which can be infused with Christian 
meaning, with the proper intentionality, to be one aspect of a way of life. The 
Monastic Typicon continues,  
Work has always been an essential part of monastic life, and manual labor 
especially has always been included in our daily life. Monastic tradition 
teaches that work is not only required to sustain oneself and the 
                                               
909  They write, “Though work, for the most part, means manual labor, it also 
includes intellectual and creative pursuits that build up and renew the monastic and 
ecclesial community. All of the areas of study and artistic expression which deal directly 
and indirectly with our way of life are vital to us.” New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 12.  
910 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 11. 
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community, but also supports prayer and worship as a means of self-
discipline and individual growth.911 
 
Work also fulfill a more fundamental need of financial stability. At New Skete, as 
with any community, there is ever a need to work for subsistence. As noted before, 
it is not the only activity that the community members perform together, but it is 
one that must be done to meet a very fundamental need. They note, “Though our 
lives are not consumed by work, we have to sustain ourselves, especially in these 
days of particular financial stress. What else is there for us to do but work?”912 As 
noted in the previous chapter, their need to work has partially dictated the ways 
in which they have expressed other Christian practices common to monastic life—
like liturgy. 
As was stressed in the previous chapter, two practices stand out amongst 
the many that constitute their way of life. In fact, they have become synonymous 
with the community itself. The liturgical renewal project—and the publications, 
which are fruits thereof—have added to the notoriety of New Skete. The breeding 
and training programs have made them internationally recognized. The breeding 
                                               
911 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 11. 
912 Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 302. 
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program is so essential to the life of the community that the monks and nuns must 
perform it even if it is no longer profitable.913 New Skete, through these practices, 
has “become a brand” as one of the brothers noted as he offered a tour to visitors 
of the community. It is also a clear example of innovation happening in the 
community through their openness to new activities.  
The openness to new activities is not limited to the breeding and training 
programs. They welcome a wide range of practices that contribute to the aim and 
purpose of their monastic vocation. This was also seen in their willingness to 
perform activities that arise out of other religious and even secular traditions—
like mindfulness and meditation. 914  Their capacity to actualize the aim and 
purposes of their monastic and Christian vocations—which are, in the end, gifts 
given by the grace of God—is the ultimate significance of their activities. They 
maintain,  
The rewards of heaven, and what—ultimately—we shall get from our 
spiritual labors, monastic tradition has always left to God.  It knows that 
whether we are monks or not, each of us is called to happiness—true 
happiness—the sort that stands up to the tempestuous nature of everyday 
                                               
913 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 11. 
914  These, though similar to practices like hesychasm and silence, or solitude, 
remain distinct practices, which themselves to not arise immediately from the Christian 
tradition—at least in the manner the monks and nuns have come to practices them.  
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life.  This kind of happiness comes only through the integrity and maturity 
that result from sustained spiritual effort, and not from more transitory 
pleasures that may come to us in the course of our lives.  And though the 
particular spiritual path each of us follows will vary according to the 
context in which we live, nevertheless, they are all pointed in the same 
[direction].915 
 
As the communities at New Skete and their members perform these activities--
both those arising from the tradition and those unique to their present context--
authentically and with intention, the become more open to “the rewards of 
heaven,” theosis, the experience of communion with God. This experience, 
communally recognized, is the criteria by which the community discerns the 
validity of a spontaneously arising practice or the form that an inherited practice 
takes. The final section will explore this communal discernment and the structure 
that facilitates it—namely the monastic council.  
Section Five: Experience, Communal Discernment, the Monastic Council, and 
Adaptation and Innovation 
Throughout their writings, presentations, and in conversation with them, 
the brothers and the sisters note that experience is essential to the cultivation of 
                                               
915 "Companions of New Skete--Reflection 10-27-2017," e-mail to Companions of 
New Skete, October 27, 2017. 
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their way of life. Each practice opens the monastics up to an encounter with God. 
They reveal,  
The lived experience of monastics has created a distinctive culture with 
which all monks and nuns can identify. At the heart of this monastic culture 
is a state of prayerfulness and piety that fosters intimacy with God, with 
ourselves, and with others. The monastic practices of silence, solitude, 
watchfulness, and fasting support this. 916 
 
In many instances they have noted the same to be true of their experiences in 
liturgy and in the midst of the activities related to the breeding and training 
programs. In an effort to narrow the focus of this final section to a more 
manageable size, it will limit its discussion to the way that experience has shaped 
these two collections of activities. It will point to how communally recognized 
common experience is the central criteria employed by the monastic council—the 
governing body of the communities at New Skete—in its communal discernment 
of the form that activities ought to take and the communal recognition the 
activities that are essential to their communal way of life.  
This section will begin with a presentation of the structure of the monastic 
council as it appears in the Monastic Typicon. This will be complimented by some 
                                               
916 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 18. 
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first-hand accounts of the activities of the monastic council as recounted by several 
of the monks. Special attention will be given to those aspects of the council’s 
activities that relate to decisions-making, particularly around the practices 
discussed in the previous chapter. At the same time, it will make clear that 
although the monastic council is tasked with maintaining the overall structure of 
the communities and cohesion of the monastics, it is not in place to manage the 
plethora of issues that arise in any given day.  
This will lead to a discussion of the communal decision-making process that 
takes place at the monastery. This will recount some of the instances that monks 
have noted involved communal discernment—some of which were noted in the 
previous chapter—with priority given to New Skete’s liturgical practice, in 
relation to the renewal project. It will also highlight how the activities related to 
the breeding and training programs were recognized as having more significance 
to the way of life of the monastery than their original purpose of financial benefit—
an insight that came through this communal discernment process as well. It will 
then move to articulation of the importance of shared, or common, experience in 
the communal discernment process. The chapter will conclude with a 
recapitulation of what has been said and a final articulation of the communal 
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discernment process as one response to the questions around adaptation and 
innovation of practice in contemporary Orthodox Christian communities—while 
also indicating that this might also provide some insights to communities outside 
the Orthodox Church as well.  
The Monastic Council 
 Central to the monastic tradition more broadly is the idea of the council, or 
coming together in council. The communities note that “from earliest Christian 
times, even when they were scattered throughout the deserts, monks or nuns came 
together to meet in council to discuss common concerns, both spiritual and 
material.917  Noting the varying degrees of influence that such councils had, they 
continue “historically, the authority of particular monastic councils varied from 
place to place and at different times.” 918  At New Skete, the monastic council, or 
synaxis as they call it, is “the highest deliberative body in the community.”919 It is 
comprised of certain members based on criteria laid out in the Monastic Typicon. 
For example, they indicate, “When it functions as a legislative body, only the 
                                               
917 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 21. 
918 New Skete, Monastic Typicon,  21. 
919 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 21. 
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professed are voting members.”920 Each house—that is the brothers and the sisters 
respectively—also has its own council and “the council of each house is composed 
of the professed members of that house.” 921  The councils of the two houses 
together make up the larger synaxis, or monastic council.  
The function of the council is to respond to the needs of the communities 
and make decision about issue pertinent to life at New Skete. As the communities 
indicate, “The council deliberates regularly on all matters of importance, both 
spiritual and material, and for other practical necessities.” 922  In the Monastic 
Typicon, the communities outline the central tasks of the synaxis. They write that,  
The synaxis determines: a. the acceptance of candidates b. the reception of 
novices c. the profession of monks and nuns d. candidates for ordination e. 
changes or additions to the Typicon f. acceptance of monks and nuns from 
other monasteries g. other serious issues that affect the entire community923 
 
Not all of these areas are of major concern in relation to the larger aims of this 
project. As such, this section will focus primarily on “e” and “g” as they relate to 
                                               
920 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 21. 
921 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 22. 
922 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 22. 
923 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 21-22. 
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questions of practice—particularly those related to the liturgical renewal project 
and the breeding and training programs.  
As noted in the previous chapter, all decisions that affect the community 
are made through the synaxis, or monastic council.924 Some of these decisions were 
made in a previous point in the history of the community. For example, the monks 
recount those early days sitting around the table—that they had built 
themselves—to discuss what their way of life would look like. This proto-monastic 
council925 laid the foundation for the discernment process that continues to this 
day. They continue to meet regularly as individual houses and as a whole 
community—gathered around a table—to discuss and discern the right response 
to any number of issues.  
At times there are decisions that are made utilizing the structures that have 
been put in place by the monastic council—as outlined in the Monastic Typicon—
that are not brought up at every gathering. For example, during the early days of 
                                               
924 One example recounted before was the decisions made about the iconography 
in Holy Wisdom chapel. For more on this see Part II of chapter 4.  
925  This phrase is used to indicate this gathering predates the formal 
implementation of the rule which outlines the way of life of the community and the 
structure of the monastic council itself.  
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New Skete, there was an intentional movement towards the renewal of the 
liturgical practices of the monastery—with some hopes that it might inform the 
church life more broadly. The decision to do this, and products of this endeavor, 
were made together as a community. While every individual determination in this 
project was not likely investigated by the council as a whole. Instead, there were 
some community members tasked with researching and compiling the renewed 
liturgical practices. It was only at end of this process, the synaxis had to approve 
of these decisions.926 
This indicates that at this point, more established aspects of the way of life—
like the reform of liturgical practices of the monastery—need not undergo serious 
review by the monastic council. The structures are in place for spontaneous 
adjustment to liturgical practice. For instance, when one of the sisters died during 
the Lenten season, the community wanted to have a Eucharistic service. The 
                                               
926 It is important to note that the structure of the monastic council has changed 
from an earlier time. Before, more authority was given to the abbot, or prior, in the 
decision-making process of the community. He would take in to account the insights and 
counsel of the other members of the synaxis, but final decisions were his to make. There 
was a period of time in the history of New Skete where the abbot was reluctant to use 
musical settings compiled by those outside the community. This was described as a 
personal conviction, that was note shared by the council as a whole. Since then, the council 
has welcomed new musical scores, written by a number of talented musicians.  
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normal rubrics of Lent prohibit the celebration of the Divine Liturgy.927 Instead, 
the so-called “Liturgy of Pre-sanctified Gifts”928 is offered on weekdays during 
Lent. However, they were unable to accommodate such a long additional service 
on such short notice. Therefore, one of the brothers, the ecclesiarch,929 researched 
another option from the tradition—which had since fallen out of practice—a 
Eucharistic 9th hour930  service. In this instance, there was already a process in 
place—established by local custom and the existing structure 931 —so that the 
council would not have to meet to make this decision. This speaks to an important 
                                               
927 This is common to Orthodoxy at large. With the exception of the Feast of the 
Annunciation, celebrated on the 25th of March, the Divine Liturgy is not served on 
weekdays. It is seen as too celebratory for the somber tone of the Lenten season.  
928 This is a Eucharistic vespers service—the evening office—at which additional 
prayers are included. The Eucharist is not consecrated during this service, but is rather 
“pre-sanctified” during liturgy on the preceding Sunday.  
929 At New Skete, “The ecclesiarch sees to the physical order and cleanliness of the 
temple, as well as to all that pertains to the celebration of the divine offices. Together with 
the choir director and the officiating clergy, the ecclesiarch interprets the prescriptions of 
the liturgical typica for the various offices.” New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 24. The 
ecclesiarch is imbued with authority by the council to make these kinds of decision. 
Implicit in this is the idea that the council could also ask the ecclesiarch to offer his/her 
reasons for the choices made.  
930 The office of the afternoon, traditionally conducted a 3PM.  
931 At New Skete, there are structures in place for making immediate decision, so 
that the council need not meet to discuss every aspect of the life of the communities. 
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aspect of the synaxis at New Skete, namely, it is not there to micromanage the 
minutiae of the day to day life of the monastery.932 It is more responsible for the 
underlying structure and interrelation of communal practices that allows for 
communal cohesion and so that the communities cans attend to the aims and 
purposes of their shared life.  
As indicated above, the structure of the monastic council and its 
responsibilities—as with the majority of aspects of the life of New Skete—are laid 
out in the Monastic Typicon. The rule of the community was established, at least in 
practice, based on two distinct, but interrelated principles 1) shared experience 2) 
communal discernment. While these principles are not explicitly communicated 
in the rule, they are present implicitly. Additionally, conversations with the 
brothers and sisters have indicated the importance of these notions in the way that 
they make decisions together—especially within the monastic council. While not 
all communities will have a structured body, like the monastic council, there will 
be some form of community administration. In Orthodox Christian communities 
                                               
932 At New Skete, there are monastics assigned to attend to different aspects of the 
life of the community. These “offices,” as they are called, are under the oversight of the 
council—and the prior or prioress—but the monastic who holds the office has quite a bit 
of agency to act on his/her own. 
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for example, there are usually parish councils that make decisions about 
communal life and practice. The principles of “shared experience” and 
“communal discernment” provide a unique response to questions around the 
process of adapting forms of received practices and incorporating innovative 
practices in contemporary Orthodox Christian communities.933  
Shared Experience  
 Without a question, experience is inherently subjective. It is also 
challenging to communicate. Nevertheless, at New Skete experience has become a 
criterion for adaptation and innovation—at least implicitly. It is implicit because 
there is no formally articulated statement about the role of experience in the 
adaptation or innovation of practice. Instead, the members of the two communities 
at New Skete speak about how their experiences have shaped their practices. This 
was seen in the discussion of their liturgical renewal project—as an example of 
adapting traditional practices to meet the needs of the present context—and the 
                                               
933  As will become clearer in the subsections below, the principles of shared 
experience and communal discernment as models for making decisions about collective 
practice are transferrable to other contexts. Without question this project orients to making 
use of its findings to respond to the so-called “rise of fundamentalist” thought in 
contemporary Orthodox Christian circles. Nevertheless, it these notions also provide 
some  
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dog breeding and training programs—as examples of innovation through the 
recognition of spontaneously arising activities as Christian practices partially 
constitutive of the community’s way of life. Through these examples, one discerns 
that experience has given shape not only to the way these practices are performed 
presently, but also how they contribute to the ultimate aim (telos) and more 
immediate purposes (skopós) of the community.934  
Before proceeding, it is important to note that the monks and nuns see the 
priority of experience in discernment as something that has arisen out of the 
tradition. 935  This means that the way they go about answering the questions 
                                               
934 In that New Skete is an Orthodox community committed to actualizing an 
Eastern Christian monasticism in the 20th and 21st centuries, it is not surprising that they 
would share in the aim and purposes outlined in the chapter on Eastern Christian 
theology, spirituality, and mysticism as it appears in the writings of Maximus. Like 
Maximus, as was noted above, New Skete is oriented towards theosis as its ultimate aim. 
As ascetics, they are also oriented towards the more immediate purposes of the 
acquisition of the virtues—chiefly love—and coming to know God through theoria 
(contemplation). Likewise, there is also a connection between the writings of Bass and 
Dykstra on the aim and purposes of Christian practice and the life of the communities at 
New Skete (see above sections).  
935 The monastics at New Skete are not the only contemporary Orthodox Christians 
who understand the role of experience in shaping belief and more importantly practice. 
In his recently translated volume, The Schism in Philosophy: The Hellenistic Perspective and 
Its Western Reversal, Christos Yannaras offers an account of what he perceives as the 
Hellenistic mode of philosophizing. See, Christos Yannaras. The Schism in Philosophy.  He 
contrasts a communal mode of philosophizing (Hellenistic) to the individualistic mode of 
the post-Roman West. This dichotomy of philosophical modality is not the purpose of the 
project.  Instead one could propose that the Hellenistic mode that Yannaras presents could 
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serve as a contemporary parallel for a method of making practical determinations 
employed by New Skete.  In the text Yannaras argues for two criteria of truth.  First, “a 
thing was true when it did not change or decay,” thus permanence or “changelessness” 
as a criterion. The second being “communal verification of knowledge: A thing was true of it 
could be defined as the result of shared experience.” He also writes, “What was true for 
the Greeks was what could be participated in kata logon: in accordance with reason.  It was 
necessary for particular individual experiences to be shared and harmonized, for them to 
be coordinated with a common logos, for their coordination to result in ordered beauty.  
A thing was true when for defining its knowledge (for setting the boundaries of its 
knowledge), the shared experiences all converged—“when all shared the same opinion 
and each bears the same witness.”  The Greeks founded philosophy on a “criterion of 
truth,” which was the communal verification of knowledge.” (Ibid, xii.) 
Likewise, Hierotheos Vlachos, in his commentary on the dogmatic theology of 
John Romanides, argues for an “Empirical Dogmatics” that arises from the life of the 
Church. (Hierotheos Vlachos and John S. Romanides, Empirical Dogmatics of the Orthodox 
Catholic Church: According to the Spoken Teaching of Father John Romanides, trans. Effie 
Mavromichali, vol. 1-2 (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery, 2012).) Although 
the theology of these two generally diverges from that of Yannaras—and though they 
would likely disagree with the degree to which New Skete adapts and innovates their 
practices—they do overlap in priority they all give to experience. The challenge with this 
connection is that Vlachos and Romanides, do not use their argument for “empirical”—
that is to say experientially determined—theology towards adaptation. Instead they use 
it to legitimize the continued practice of their interpretation of the tradition/ecclesiology—
in which they understand the Church is a hospital curing the sickness of sin. See also, 
Hierotheos S. Vlachos, Orthodox Psychotherapy: The Science of the Fathers) (Levadia, GR: 
Birth of the Theotokos Monastery, 1994); The Illness and Cure of the Soul in the Orthodox 
Tradition, trans. Effie Mavromichali (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery Press, 
2010). Yannaras’ thought would be more amenable to the dynamism with which New 
Skete views tradition as he sees strict adherence to the practices as religionizing the 
Church—something he argues adamantly against. See for example, Christos 
Yannaras, Against Religion: The Alienation of the Ecclesial Event (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press, 2013). The use of experience in the formulation of doctrine and the 
shaping of practice would warrant some further scholarly exploration. 
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around adaptation and innovation is situated in an understanding of traditions as 
being dynamic. At the same time, Tradition—that which is central and essential to 
their Christian life and monastic vocations—remains the same. Experience does 
not allow them to make changes to the Tradition, but is rather a recognition of how 
a new forms or event spontaneously arising activities actualize the essential 
aspects of the Tradition—the telos and skopós. This section will draw out the 
common experiences of the members of the communities at New Skete in the midst 
of these complexes of practices explored in the previous chapter—as articulated in 
their publications, public presentations, and in conversation with pilgrims and 
visitors to their community—and the way that these experiences have given shape 
to the way these activities are performed.  
Liturgical Practices  
 As the previous chapter maintained, liturgical practice frames the life of the 
community at New Skete. 936 From the earliest days of the community, their “daily 
                                               
936  They write, “In our monastic life, we meet and experience the liturgical 
mysteries in the divine offices and the eucharistic liturgy. Following the practice espoused 
by St Pachomius in the fourth century, we have liturgical prayer in the morning and 
evening of each day, with the celebration of the Divine Liturgy on Sundays and greater 
feasts.” New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 10.  
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liturgical services served as a steady anchor,”937 drawing the brothers—and later 
the sisters—together as a community.938 At the same time, their liturgical practices 
compel them to look outward, meeting the needs of a wider Orthodox world 
through their translations and renewal project, while welcoming all to the 
experience of God’s own self-revelation in the midst of liturgy for themselves 
when they visit the community. This is seen when they indicate, 
Since we pray daily for the salvation of all, we gladly welcome all guests 
and pilgrims to our liturgical services. It is in the mystery of prayer in 
common that human beings touch more deeply the reality of God’s purpose 
and intent: to draw all things together into Christ. Through the divine 
services we look to inspire both ourselves and those with whom we come 
in contact with an experience of God’s beauty and revelation.939 
 
In this, one can see how liturgical practices contribute to both the aim and 
purposes of their communal Christian life. The shared practice of communal 
                                               
937 The Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 11. 
938 Here again one can see their Orthodox Christian ethos in full manifestation. 
While many Christian traditions—not the least of which includes the Catholic tradition 
from which New Skete came—have rich worship and liturgical traditions, the form that 
it takes, and its orientation, is a clear expression of Eastern Christian thought.  
939 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 32. One can also see the influence of 20th century 
liturgical theology that informed their practice and understand. As the communities were 
still in their infancy—exploring the prospect of Orthodoxy—they reached out to some of 
the most-renown Orthodox theological minds of their day. These include, John 
Meyendorff and Alexander Schmemann. One can see in this quote in particular a 
correlation between the  
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worship allows practitioners to “touch more deeply the reality of God’s purpose 
and intent,” namely, “divine-human communion” (theosis). As one performs these 
practices, one becomes imminently more aware of God’s own presence in the 
midst of these communal activities—one experiences “God’s beauty and 
revelation.” This is true for members of the community for sure. At the same time, 
the hope is that this divine revelation in the midst of liturgical practice will be part 
of the experience of all those who participate with openness.  
As they describe frequently in conversation, when the brothers and sisters 
perform their liturgical activities together, they are formed more authentically as 
a community—sharing a common life and faith—in relation to God and one 
another. In this way one can see some parallels with Bass and Dykstra in the way 
that this complex of practices known as liturgy form the community’s way of life 
and contributes to the growth in faith and the life of faith of each member of the 
community. The brothers and sisters maintain that the experience of life in 
communion that happens in its most authentic form in liturgy permeates their 
whole life. This is due to the fact that liturgy, at least as it is understood at New 
Skete, is essential to life regardless of context.  
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Typically liturgy is considered a religious practice. Certainly, ritualized 
religious activities would fit into this category.  However, as New Skete 
understands it, liturgy is something natural to human beings. It is something that 
human beings do regardless of time or space. It is alive in the so-called secular and 
the sacred. It happens whenever people gather. As the former abbot suggests in 
their book In the Spirit of Happiness,  
"We human beings by nature seek to gather together," Father Laurence 
explained, addressing a small interfaith group on retreat at New Skete to 
discuss the place of liturgy in spiritual life. "Even in the distant past they 
did this as more than a survival strategy. They obviously felt a powerful 
drive and need to celebrate in common what is most meaningful in life, to 
reinforce the bonds that make us a society and a culture under divine 
protection, and to pass that wisdom on to the next generation."940  
 
Liturgy is a practice that shapes communal life, gives it direction—an 
orientation—and communicates the practical wisdom of one generation to the 
next. It is no surprise that liturgy forms such a central role in the life of New Skete.  
Liturgy bears the wisdom of the community, as any practice does. However, the 
                                               
940 The Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 207. In describing the reality of “liturgy” 
even in atheistic societies through civic rituals, he continues, “"Without some form of 
liturgy, civil life can be pretty barren, a wasteland, and the fire of its spirit soon goes out." 
(209) 
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wisdom borne by the liturgy differs from one community to the next depending 
on their orientation.  
In the case of New Skete the brothers and sisters remind that the liturgy—
as the ritualized and meaningful coming together of community—is central to any 
pursuit of wisdom, but there is a wisdom particular to the worship of God. This is 
how the monks can write, “The liturgy, our worship of God, is so important for an 
enlightened and well-grounded pursuit of wisdom: it sacramentalizes the whole 
of life through a conscious offering of ourselves in our very physicality, along with 
the material world in which we exist."941 A liturgical understanding of the world, 
this capacity of liturgy, to “sacramentalize the whole of life” speaks to something 
very important to how New Skete understands the role of experience—namely, 
that which shapes practices in not just any experience, but, rather, the experience 
of God’s self-revelation in the midst of the activities of faith. Therefore, any effort 
                                               
941  Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 183. Elsewhere they write, “Our human 
reality is what we bring to God, our very means to God and this finds its clearest, richest 
expression in a regular liturgical life. For those with eyes to see, liturgy nurtures the whole 
of life, as incense pervades the church. It integrates and offers to God, all at once, our 
interior life, our need for support from the presence of others of like mind, and our own 
witness, service, and support of others.” (Monks of New Skete, In the Spirit, 193) 
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to adapt liturgical practices of New Skete, were done with this reality in mind. 
They were not simply looking more convenient forms, that worked for their 
present circumstances. Likewise, they were not trying to utilize language and 
metaphors that were more resonant with their 20th and 21st century contexts. These 
were important aspects of the renewal project, but not the most important part. 
Any form that was chosen must have the potential to open the community up to 
authentic experiences of God. This is of course an ongoing process. New Skete—
like any community that seeks to live out their shared faith authentically—is 
always in the process of communal self-reflection concerning their shared 
activities. This is true not only of their liturgical practices, but all those activities 
that constitute their way of life—including the activities related to the breeding 
and training programs.  
Dog Breeding and Training Programs 
The “wisdom” of the liturgy is that by seeing life and practice through the 
lens of this complex of practices, it possible for one to come to the recognition that 
all of life is sacramental. One realm in which this is quite apparent in the life of the 
monastery is with their work with dogs through the breeding and training 
programs. For the monks and the nuns, their activities with dogs have become 
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sacramental, a means by which they have come into communion with God. It 
opens the brothers and sisters up to a deep relationship with the rest of creation. 
This, they suggest, is not something that happens uniquely at New Skete, but by 
all who allow their relationship with the pets to shape the way the exist in the 
world. The brothers write,  
For many of us, this love for creation deepens through the relationships we 
form with our pets, particularly our dogs. By their very makeup and need, 
dogs draw us out of ourselves: they root us in nature, making us more 
conscious of the mystery of God inherent in all things. When we take the 
time and energy necessary to raise our puppies correctly— when we learn 
to truly listen to them, seeing them as they really are and guiding their 
development accordingly— a deeper part of ourselves is unlocked. We 
become more compassionate and less arrogant, more willing to share our 
lives with another life. And when that happens, we learn the real meaning 
of happiness.942 
 
In this passage one can see a profound connection between the practices related to 
dogs of New Skete, and the aim and purpose of Christian life as it is understood 
in the Eastern Christian tradition. If one is open to it, the relationship that one has 
with their pet can do two things. First, it “[makes them] more conscious of the 
mystery of God inherent in all things.” In other words, through the relationship 
that arises out of the practices related to raising their pets, people can come to a 
                                               
942 The Monks of New Skete, The Art of Raising a Puppy, 317. 
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profound contemplative understanding and vision of creation. That is to say, one 
begins to see how each thing relates to God. To use Maximus’ language, one is 
more able to perceive the relationship of logoi of created things and the One 
Logos.943 Frequently, the monks and nuns reference to this very wisdom that arises 
out of their relationship with their dogs.  
Second, through these practices, one begins to cultivate certain virtues that 
are essential to Christian life according to the Eastern Christian tradition. They 
note that through this relationship and the practices connected thereto, “we 
become more compassionate and less arrogant, more willing to share our lives 
with another life. And when that happens, we learn the real meaning of 
happiness.” They note that through their relationships with their dogs, the monks 
and the nuns are have become more loving—of God, neighbor, animals, and all of 
creation. In these two, one can see the connection that the activities related to the 
                                               
943 In their most recent publication on raising dogs, the brothers note that it is 
important to understand the dog as it really is—in its dog nature. Dogs are dogs. They are 
not humans. See, Monks of New Skete and Goldberg, Let Dogs Be Dogs. While they do not 
make this reference explicitly, it is possible again to make a connection to the thought of 
Maximus on the logoi of creation. Dogs have their own unique logos or reason for being. 
They reflect the One Logos by being what they are authentically. The brothers suggest that 
if one wishes to live authentically in relationship with one’s dog, they must be able to 
understand the canine nature—the logos of the dogs being.  
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breeding and training programs have allowed the brothers and sisters to actualize 
the more immediate purposes (skopoi) of their lives—both as Christian and as 
monastics. They are able are more open to a contemplative vision (theoria) and are 
provided with opportunities to cultivate the virtues appropriate to their unique 
context and those more universal to Christian life. In this way, they are also 
manifesting the ultimate aim of Christian life as they understand it, namely, theosis, 
or communion with God.  
 This is not a nebulous sentiment. It is not merely something that is nice to 
think about, but does not have any grounding in the lived experience of the 
community and its members. One episode that articulates this point came during 
a presentation at the seminar, “The Art of Living with Your Dog.” Br Christopher, 
the prior of New Skete, recounted one experience he had while preparing a dog in 
the training program for a demonstration to its owners—who would soon arrive. 
In the midst of the performance of a simple demonstration routine, Br Christopher 
began to notice that his movements and those of the dog were in perfect harmony. 
They were connecting to one another in a deep and profound way. As he 
recounted this story he noted that in that moment, the only correlation that he 
could make from past experiences was what it was like to be authentically engaged 
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in the liturgy. This training session opened space for an experience of intimate 
communion between Br Christopher, the dog (creation), and God. It was a 
sacramental.  
While one could easily dismiss an experience such as the one just recounted 
as an instance of sentiment coloring the mundane task of training a dog. This could 
well be true, if not for the number of like experiences shared by the brothers and 
the sisters. It is important to consider that there is a clear distinction made by the 
brothers and sisters between experience and sentiment. The experiences that shape 
practice, are not about feelings alone. As indicated above, shared experience is 
about the recognition of God active presence in the midst of the activities they are 
performing. Concerning such experiences, the brothers write, “We become self-
aware by tuning in to the world around us—a world filled with the presence of 
God. Without falling into mawkish sentimentality, we must learn to look at nature 
as an expression of God’s goodness and love, a feast of sight and sound that 
provokes wonder and amazement.”944  
                                               
944 Monks of New Skete, The Art of Raising a Puppy, 315. 
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Ultimately, at New Skete, experience provides the criteria for any 
adaptation or innovation in practice—not just any experience will do. It is 
ultimately the shared experience of self-revelation of God in the midst of their 
shared activities that is the essential criterion for the adaptation or innovation of 
practices.945 However, as this is not about sentiment, it is also not about being 
carried away by subjective experience. As denoted above, change in practice is the 
product of communal recognition of a shared experience—a common perception 
                                               
945 As noted above, the notion that divine revelation is the primary criterion for 
determining how to adapt and innovate communal activities, is possible within the 
framework that this project has cultivated. Virtue and contemplative awareness are 
indications of a movement towards divine participation—the ultimate aim of Christian 
life, certainly in Maximus and the Eastern Christian ascetic traditions, but also true of 
Dykstra and Bass’ thought as well. Two things are of note here. First, virtue, as this project 
has put forth, is the embodiment of theosis (according to Hamalis and Papanikolaou). 
That mean that virtues are a sign that the person is actualizing the ultimate aim of 
Christian life and practice. Virtue, is not recognized by the individual, but is confirmed 
communally. Contemplative awareness, is an indication that one’s perception, has begun 
to conform to God’s own vision—at least within the traditions of the Christian East that 
have given shape to this project. However, a single person’s articulation of the experience 
of contemplative awareness is not received as normative for an entire community. Rather, 
as with the recognition of virtue, it is tested against the experience of the community.  This 
project suggests that what moves allows experience to function as a criterion for 
adaptation and innovation is the fact that it can be shared, common to a community at 
large. This does not mean that the experience is identical, but that the individual members 
of that community can agree that an activity or the form that an activity takes has opened 
them up to an experience of divine revelation through the cultivation of virtue, or through 
some form of contemplative awareness that is share by each member of the community in 
their own unique unrepeatability.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
604 
that in the midst of certain practices the community and its members begin to 
actualize the ultimate aim and more immediate purposes of their way of life.946 In 
the case of New Skete, it is the communal recognition of the experience that 
through certain activities—like their adapted liturgical practices or those related 
to the breeding and training programs—the members are experiencing the 
actualization of communion with God through the cultivation of certain virtues—
chiefly love, of God, neighbor, and creation—and coming to a contemplative 
awareness (theoria) of God in the midst of creation—the capacity to see the world 
as God sees it. This does not happen haphazardly. Rather, as noted above, there 
are structures in place—the monastic council for example—by which the 
communities at New Skete can discern the authenticity of certain perceptions by 
the criterion of common experience.  
Communal Discernment through the Recognition of Common Experience 
                                               
946 It would be interesting to explore the connections between this approach and 
the of the sensus fidelium, or “sense of the faithful” in the Catholic tradition. Does New 
Skete’s Catholic heritage inform their understanding of the role of experience in 
discernment or is it something that speaks to a common perspective shared in both East 
and West? It also begs questions of authority within the Church. Are experiences of the 
faithful and their spiritual perceptions about them sources of authority in both traditions? 
To what extent can contemporary Orthodox Christian communities draw upon these 
perceptions as they engage in discernment about practice—or even dogmatic decrees?  
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Although the monastic council provides New Skete with a formal process 
for communal discernment around practice—that is to say a way to make changes 
to the life and practices of the community through formally amending the rule—
usually communal discernment happens naturally at first, in the midst of the 
general gatherings or in conversation throughout the day. The members of the 
community begin to share their experiences with one another. It is in these open 
conversations that there begins to be a recognition of 1) the ways in which certain 
practices need to be adapted 2) the ways that adapted practices are functioning 
well or not so well in their present form (whether adapted or traditional in 
expression) 3) that through other activities the members of the community are 
having experiences like those that arise out of other, more established practices. 
Therefore, at New Skete, the monastic council is the location in which the 
recognition of shared experience leads to communal discernment. The monks and 
the nuns, by virtue of the fact that they are living the same life, together begin to 
realize the fruits of their common activities.  
It is only by this model that the communities at New Skete were able to go 
from breeding and training dogs as means of subsistence and a desire to create 
contextually appropriate liturgical practices that speak to their needs and the 
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needs of the present age to the recognition that these activities were essential to 
their way of life. This of course to the extent that they could include this in their 
Monastic Typicon:  
As our special charism, the communities will continue to work training 
dogs and educating their owners, and, at least on a modest scale, to breed 
the German Shepherd dog, taking meticulous care to work always toward 
the improvement of the individuals and the breed. Similarly, we should 
continue our work in the field of liturgy and liturgical arts, translating and 
creating new texts as well as composing and arranging music for worship. 
Both these aspects or areas of work should always be characteristic of New 
Skete, even if other factors force us to reduce the scale of any of these 
enterprises.947 
                                               
947 New Skete, Monastic Typicon, 11-12.  
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CONCLUSION: 
A Recapitulation of Those Things Said 
 
 
 
This project began by identifying a pressing concern in contemporary 
Orthodox Christianity—namely, the challenge of uncritical conservativism and 
liberalism concerning what it means to be traditional in contemporary expressions 
of the Eastern Orthodoxy. While even suggesting the possibility of this tendency 
can elicit negative reaction amongst certain groups and individuals in the 
Orthodox Church—no one wants to be labeled a fundamentalist—it is important 
to note that this is a live question in the Orthodox Christian world today. This 
project did not seek to reflect on the concerns around fundamentalist strands 
within Orthodoxy broadly, examining each aspect of the tradition and the way 
that fundamentalist tendencies may or may not be present. It also did not make 
any effort to corroborate or delegitimize any such concerns. Instead, it focused on 
a single aspect of contemporary expressions of Orthodox Christianity, namely 
practice.  In particular, it focused on answering two interrelated questions. First, it 
asked whether or not it is possible for contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities to adapt the forms in which long-standing activities are performed. 
Examining by extension: What it is about these activities that is essential and what 
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is superfluous? Second, it explored whether it was possible for communities to 
recognize practices that do not arise out of historical traditions—either scripture 
or in the history of the Christian Church—functionally as Christian practices in a 
manner consistent with those practices more easily identified as traditional—or 
better, traditioned.  
In a way, this project side-stepped any engagement with the question of 
fundamentalism or progressivism in contemporary Orthodox Christianity. This 
was done with intention. It sought to show how the traditions to which 
Contemporary Orthodox Christianity owes so much—ancient Eastern Christian 
theology, spirituality, and mysticism—bears within itself a way of engaging in a 
process of continual discernment about many aspects of Christian life—both 
practical and theoretical. It argued that the traditions of the Christian East 
challenge fundamentalist—or perhaps better, ahistorical and uncritical—
appropriation of theologies, spiritualities, and/or practices. These are not always 
apparent to those who read the tradition without a critical lens. This is particularly 
true of those who fail to understand that theologies, spiritualities, and practices 
are contextually grounded and many develop over time. Even those ideas or 
activities that have stood the test of time, must be tested for their appropriateness 
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in the present age. Every generation must be sure that the manner in which they 
express their faith is authentic both to the traditions of which they are 
representative and their unique and unrepeatable context—in time and place. This 
project also suggested that perhaps the movement towards adaptation of the 
inherited tradition and the ability to innovate through the incorporation of new 
activities, might in fact be a more authentic expression of the tradition that the 
more conservative—or fundamentalist, in the most extreme cases—groups and 
individuals within the larger contemporary Orthodox Church seek to actualize in 
the present age. At the same time, it sought to set boundary limits for those who 
are uncritical in their adaptation and innovation. 
The questions around adaptation and innovation reflect an authentic need 
for contemporary Orthodox Christianity. They also speak to something that is 
often true of the contemporary Eastern Orthodox that distinguishes it from many 
other Christian traditions. In many of its present expressions, Orthodox Christian 
communities or individuals tend to be reluctant, or even completely unwilling to 
adapt or innovate the activities that constitute an Orthodox way of life. While there 
are some Christian traditions that would join them in their reticence to change, 
there are also some that not only welcome efforts to adapt and innovate practice, 
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but suggest that it is what Christians have always done. The latter group see 
Christian practices as timeless and yet dynamic, consistent with tradition and 
always contemporary, historical and still alive. 
In order to think more deeply about how contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities and their members might be more open to adaptation and 
innovation in practice, it was necessary to explore how this can be done in a 
manner that remains consistent with the tradition—both Christian broadly, and 
also in terms of denomination. For this reason, the project opened up a 
conversation with practical theologians Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra—two 
authors that have sought to balance the desire to adhere to the traditional Christian 
activities of faith while being ever contemporary in terms of their expression.  
Over the past few decades, Bass and Dykstra, have cultivated an approach 
to practical theology that foregrounds Christian practices, with emphasis on how 
such activities shape a way of life—"meeting fundamental needs,” “embody 
beliefs” and through which communities and persons “participate in the active 
love of God for creation, for [their] neighbors, and for [themselves].” 948 One of the 
key features of this approach—which speaks to the underlying concern about 
                                               
948 Bass and Dykstra, "A Way of Thinking," 205. 
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adaptation—is that it offers a critical lens that communities and their members can 
employ when considering how they express longstanding Christian practices 
outwardly. That is to say, Bass and Dykstra’s approach allows for quite a bit of 
adaptation and innovation with regards to the way Christian activities are 
performed in communities. They insist that practices are historical, but “can 
become distorted and corrupted, and so is open to criticism and reform” and 
where they have “taken numerous forms in the past and in various cultures 
around the world,” it is possible to “adapt” them “to carry living tradition into 
new times and places.” 949 
Additionally, the breadth of what Bass and Dykstra include in their list of 
Christian practices, speaks to what has been called in this project innovation. 
While they insist that Christian practices are activities that are “important in 
Scripture and in the ministry of Jesus” and that have “arisen from the living 
traditions of Christian faith,” these practices often mundane, representing the 
quotidian aspects of life. For this reason, they include both extraordinary and 
ordinary activities. Worship, reading the scriptures, care for the poor, and 
                                               
949 Bass and Dykstra, "A Way of Thinking," 205. 
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hospitality, are joined by raising children, household economics, and even time-
management.  
While the fact that Bass and Dykstra have cultivated and promoted an 
approach to the study of practical theology that allows for a wide range of 
expressions amongst activities that have long been associated with Christianity, 
this does not mean that one can utilize their approach in all circumstances 
uncritically. While there are strands within the contemporary Orthodox tradition 
that would welcome the approach of Bass and Dykstra—those who would push 
for a more “reform” or “reconstructionist orthopraxis”950 for example—at the same 
time those who are more traditionalist—or even fundamentalist—would be 
reluctant to allow for the ambiguity that such an approach allows. A critical 
reception of Bass and Dykstra’s approach requires a great deal of self-reflection on 
the part of Orthodoxy, particularly around understandings of the tension between 
Tradition as a static handing down of certain aspects of Christian life, and the 
dynamism that is the lived experience of Christian life. This requires a careful 
                                               
950Vrame, "Four Types of "Orthopraxy." 
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study of how the static and dynamic aspects of Christian life have expressed 
themselves in the primary sources of Orthodox Christianity. 
Part of this requires a recognition that certain voices are more prominent 
for contemporary Orthodoxy. This is true in terms of individual traditions—like 
the ascetic traditions that of the Christian East—and individual persons—such as 
Maximus the Confessor. Eastern Christian asceticism, particularly in its monastic 
expressions, is a time-tested and well-established complex of practices that has 
come to prominence in the contemporary Orthodox Church. Without much 
consideration, much of what people associate with Eastern Orthodox expressions 
of theology, spirituality, and mysticism, arise out of one very narrow 
perspective—namely monasticism. This means that many—if not most—of the 
activities that Orthodox Christian—and others—recognize as definitive of their 
way of life, arise out of a context that the majority of Orthodox Christians do not 
live. While in some cases this is not terribly problematic, there remains the 
possibility that a person could feel compelled to perform a contextually 
inappropriate activity, leading unwittingly to inauthentic expressions of that 
person’s faith.  
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At the same time, there are particular voices amongst the authors of this 
tradition that ask Christian to think more deeply about their activities—both 
communal and individual. Maximus the Confessor is one such voice. When one 
considers the activities that give rise to a particular way of life in conversation with 
Maximus, one can begin to see that it about something deeper, more significant. 
Maximus’ thought points to something more meaningful as the essential aspect of 
practice. They have been cultivated. The developed over time. Certainly, one does 
them because others have done them before. They have been passed down from 
one generation to the next. However, more importantly Maximus would maintain 
that certain practices are done because they are effective. They do what they are 
supposed to do when you do them is the way that they were done before.  
What is it that these activities do? They open one up to divine human 
communion with is realized through the acquisition of the virtues and the coming 
to knowledge of God through contemplation of the inner logoi (reasons) of 
creation. Practices have been cultivated because they are effective in actualizing 
the ultimate aim (telos) and more immediate purposes (skopós) of Christian life. 
Recognizing that the activities that constitute a way of life are cultivated means 
three things 1) they were not always performed 2) they could be performed in 
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other ways as long as such forms are also effective 3) communities can cultivate 
other activities that are effective in actualizing the ultimate aim and more 
immediate purpose of Christian life. 
When taken together, the Christian practices approach to practical theology 
of Bass and Dykstra and the Eastern Christian ascetical tradition mediated through 
the thought of Maximus offer some essential criteria that Orthodox Christian 
communities—and Christian communities more broadly—can employ as they 
discern the forms in which they express traditional Christian practices and 
recognize other activities as Christian practices within their unique contexts. 
Chapter 3 presented these criteria through the four interpretive lenses that frame 
much of this project.  
In terms of telos—or the ultimate aim of Christian life and practice—chapter 
3 suggests that a practice (or its outward expression) must contribute to the 
cultivation of a common way of life in the community as they perform it. It must 
also contribute to the growth of faith and the life of faith of each particular member 
of the community that performs it. It must also in some way open the practitioners 
up to an experience of the God, as performing such practices is ultimately 
participating in the activities of God.  
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These ideas about the telos of Christian practices drawn from the writings 
of Bass and Dykstra, were put in conversation with some essential ideas from the 
Eastern Christian tradition as present in the writings of Maximus the Confessor. 
Maximus’ thought adds texture to the conversation by offering ontological content 
to the discussion of telos. His emphasis on an ontological (though not 
essential/natural) union with God—theosis—and the rest of creation, moves 
beyond a purely social understanding of a way of life abundant. Taken together 
these two perspectives offer a vision of the telos of Christian life and practice that 
can shape the way in which communities discern the most appropriate activities 
that shape their way of life towards a more authentic expression of their faith in 
the contemporary situation.  
Ultimately, what these two perspectives suggest is the essential role that 
relationality and community play in Christian life the practices that shape it. 
Relationality and community as essential criteria in the evaluation of the 
appropriateness of an innovative activity or a particular outward expression of a 
traditional practice, balances the social and ontological aspect of Christian 
understandings of practice. While practices shape communities as social 
organizations with rules and ways of ascribing meaning to the world, they also 
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bear real ontological significance. Cultivating a way of life and a life of faith are 
important human aims in any community. Even if faith is merely a trust in the 
essential understandings of a community—religious or not—it still has social 
implications. When one understands participation in the activities of God as an 
essential aim of Christian life and practice, it moves beyond a purely social 
understanding of the role of practices. Relationality speaks to a mode of being. 
This is something that is essential to the writings of Maximus, but is not foreign to 
the conception of practices espoused by Bass and Dykstra. What communities 
must recognize in this framework is the ways in which a practice—in whatever 
form it takes—contributes, or does not contribute, to the actualization of a mode 
of being that reflects an ontological participation in the activities of God—activities 
being the personal manifestations of God’s very being and participation bearing 
existential weight. 
The challenge is that the existential weight of participation in the activities 
of God—which elsewhere in the project was connected to the uncreated personal 
energies of God—is not easily identified. Even in traditions that understand 
participation in God through God’s uncreated energies—God’s activities—with 
some degree of concreteness, through ideas like theosis, or divine human 
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communion, must acknowledge that recognizing it in practice is challenging. It is 
unlikely to hear someone speak of a deified person apart from the embodied 
manifestations communion with God—what Hamalis and Papanikolaou called 
“embodied theosis.” Following suit one can say that confirmation of the 
authenticity of an innovative practice or a renewed outward expression of a 
traditional practice must come through the realization that they allow for the 
community or individual to achieve the more immediate purposes of Christian 
life—as that community understands it.  
In the case of contemporary Orthodox Christianity, which is informed by 
the ascetical traditions of the Christian East, the more immediate purposes of 
Christian life and by extension practices is the cultivation of virtue and a 
contemplative awareness (theoria) of the presence of God in the midst of the 
world—or as Maximus puts it contemplation of the logoi of creation. Virtue and 
theoria, are the more immediate purposes of Christian life—at least traditionally. 
While theoria might not be at the forefront of most practicing contemporary 
Orthodox Christians, they would likely see the cultivation of virtue as a 
recognizable purpose.  
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Bass and Dykstra add some nuance to the discussion of the immediate 
purpose (skopós) of Christian practices. They suggest that an important part of 
understanding the immediate purpose of any Christian practice is recognizing that 
they are performed to meet some fundamental human need—either for the 
community or individuals that are practicing it, or the recipients of the benefits 
that come through the performance of the activity.  This is not a foreign concept to 
the Eastern Christian tradition; however, as this project suggests, contemporary 
Orthodox could stand to be reminded that there is more to the purpose than just 
individually passing through stages of spiritual growth. Perhaps it is true that 
there is a hope that as a community or individual performs certain time-tested 
activities they will cultivate certain ways of being in the world—virtues—and 
understanding—gnosis—that point to a more authentic mode of being. At the same 
time, virtue and knowledge are without significance if they do not lead to a more 
authentic action—that is to say, the actualization of virtue and knowledge in the 
discerning and meeting of these fundamental needs through the wisdom that 
comes through the ongoing performance of the activities essential to Christian life. 
This project suggests that a practice—in whatever form it takes—is 
authentic if it contributes to the ongoing cultivation, maintenance, and 
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manifestation of love—as the chief of the virtues, the result of contemplative 
awareness, and the existential content of divine-human communion. If a practice, 
or the form a practice takes, inhibits love, then it either needs to be renewed or 
rejected. If an activity arises spontaneously in the midst of a community and it 
contributes to the love—with the nuance noted above—that it might be the case 
that this activity has become an authentic Christian practice for the community 
that performs it—and it would behoove them to recognize it as such. 
Form and practice become important in the conversation, in the ways that 
have been alluded to in the preceding paragraphs. If the most important aspect of 
an activity is its capacity to actualize the telos and manifest this in the more 
immediate purposes, than what a community is doing, or how they are doing it 
are less significant. This does not mean that they are unimportant or trivial, 
however. Drawing from the writings of Bass and Dykstra on the one hand and 
Maximus on the other reveals something important that communities must 
remember about Christian practices and the forms they take. It is never a 
guarantee that a practice will contribute to the telos or skopós of Christian life—
even if it has been done consistently throughout the whole of Christian history. Of 
course, part of this is due to the fact any Christian practice is ultimately an 
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opportunity to participation in the activities of God—and one cannot force the 
hand of God. More significant to the aims of this project, however, is the simple 
reality that sometimes an activity does not resonate with a community. It could be 
that the way the community is performing the practice—the outward expression—
just does not make sense for them. It could also be that the practice itself arises out 
of another context and just does not make sense universally. This project asks the 
difficult questions of those communities and persons who tend to hold fast to 
traditional forms and—more significantly—practices: If it is not doing what it 
supposed to, why are you still doing it? Why is it that you cannot do something 
different, something else? Even Bass and Dykstra in all of their flexibility, tend to 
emphasize practices that have their grounding in Christian traditions. They are 
adaptive in terms of form. They understand practices with a greater breadth than 
do many contemporary Orthodox Christians. Yet one might ask: How innovative 
are they actually?  
This project suggests that it is possible to extend Bass and Dykstra’s thought 
further. Yes, it follows their lead in their willingness to critically reflect on the state 
of traditional practices in the present—with an openness to adaptation for the sake 
of renewal. However, it also proposes that if more mundane activities can be 
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included in their list of practices, perhaps it is possible for activities that 
spontaneously arise in the midst of Christian communities, can also be recognized 
as Christian activities even if they are neither historical nor common amongst 
human beings broadly—examples of the latter include raising children, household 
economics, and time-management, noted above. For this reason, this project 
introduced a community engaged in both traditioned practices and activities 
unique itself.  
New Skete is an interesting addition to this conversation. Although a 
primary reason for choosing the communities was their Orthodox Christian 
affiliation, more important was the fact that they actively engage in the adaptation 
of traditional Orthodox Christian practices—through their liturgical renewal 
project—and that they have been able to recognize the spiritual/religious value of 
their unique and innovative activities, and incorporate them into their way of 
life—their breeding and training programs are an examples of this innovation in 
practice.951 This latter point offers an example of a major contribution of this project 
                                               
951 The activities related to these two programs are by no means traditional—either 
to Christianity more broadly or even monasticism in particular. This project did make 
note of a few instances in which dogs were bred by monastic communities. These are more 
an exception to the monasticism, than a normative activity of such a life.  
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to the larger conversation about Christian practices initiated by Bass and Dykstra. 
That activities need not be historical to be Christian. More important rather is their 
capacity to orient towards the ultimate aim towards which all Christian practices 
point 952  and their ability to actualize the more immediate purposes 953  that 
communities and individuals hope to manifest. This project suggests that this is 
really what makes an activity a Christian practice, even though this is not explicitly 
stated by Bass and Dykstra. When emphasizing these two aspects of Christian 
practice—what this project has named the telos and skopós of Christian life—one 
can better understand how a community is both able to adapt traditional practices 
and innovate through the incorporation of spontaneously arising practices into it 
way of life.  
                                               
952 While this point is made somewhat universally, it is also important to note that 
the telos, or aim of Christian practices can vary from one context to the next. Most would 
not argue against some universal themes in terms of ultimate aim—like salvation, 
sanctification. It might be best to state here that all Christian practices point to some 
ultimate aim—a common reality of a telos to Christian life and practice—and in some cases 
there are universal orientations, but they could also be unique to a particular context.  
 
953 Again, there can be some diversity in what the more immediate purposes are 
depending on the context. For New Skete, drawing from their Eastern Christian and 
monastic heritage, virtue and theoria (as contemplative awareness) are the more 
immediate purposes of their practices--although they do have some more mundane 
purposes, like financial stability and other fundamental human needs.  
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New Skete, is an example of a contemporary Orthodox Christian 
community that is engaged in ongoing process of adapting and innovating the 
practices that shape their communal way of life. They offer a glimpse into how the 
process of adaptation and innovation can happen in Orthodox communities—but 
also offer something to Christian communities more broadly. This project suggests 
that activities are recognized as Christian practices in that practitioners experience 
them as allowing them to actualize the ultimate aim of Christian life as they—or 
their tradition—understand it. This actualization, or embodiment, in the midst of 
a way of life is the sign in the present that the community or individual is on the 
right path to the ultimate aim. It is also a sign that an innovative activity or a new 
form of a traditioned practice is contributing to the movement towards the telos. 
Finally, it is also a sign indicating that perhaps a form, just is not working. At New 
Skete the monks—and nuns—recognized that the forms of liturgical practice that 
were inherited from the tradition were a hindrance in two ways. First, a more 
universal concern, the baroque language and anachronistic images did not 
resonate with their—and those of others—20th century sensibilities. This made it 
difficult for them to engage fully and therefore undergo any spiritual 
transformation through the practice. A second, more mundane obstruction caused 
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by the inherited tradition was the length of the received office. It did not afford 
them much time to do their work—something that would have proven a great 
obstacle to their way of life, as they need substantial income to subsist. A full office, 
did not allow for them to live the way of life that their callings demanded. 
What arises, then, in this project is the realization that there are two layers 
of telos and skopós that Christian practices address. One might revert back to the 
age-old distinctions between the spiritual and the material—though one should 
tread carefully in using these categories. The practices can support either, or both 
the spiritual and material aims and purposes of the community. Returning to the 
lenses that gave shape to this project, certain guiding questions emerge. 
Discerning the aim, a community asks: Why are we here, ultimately? What is the 
ultimate goal of our life together? And the more fundamental questions: Why have 
we come to be in community? Why this community? What does it have to offer? 
It is also through this lens that communities ask the big questions of Christian life:   
What do we want to do? How do we do it? How does what we do contribute to it? 
It also invites communities to think about the relationships between community, 
call, and identity. They might ask: How does what we do shape our identity as a 
community? 
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Discerning the purpose, one asks: Why are we here, right now? What do 
we hope that this community will do? What do we hope our communal activities 
will do? Are they doing it? It gets communities thinking about how they are and 
how they want to be. They might ask: What does success look like here? How will 
we know that we are succeeding? What are the signs that we are on the right path? 
It allows them to begin to discern the virtues that can emerge out communal life 
generally, and their community in particular. They ask: What are the virtues we 
hope to manifest in the world? What do these virtues look like in this community? 
Internally? Externally? 
Discerning the appropriate practices, the community asks: How do we 
want to act? What are we doing already? What do we want to do? Considering 
their activities, or hopeful activities, they ask: How do these contribute to our aims 
and purposes? Are they? How do these shape our communal way of life? How do 
these allow us to orient ourselves towards our ultimate aim? Do they allow us to 
cultivate the virtues (as signs in the present of the ultimate aim becoming 
manifest)? They also might want to consider: Which practices are we doing for our 
own internal cohesion and which for outward engagement? Are their practices 
that do both? Which practices orient us towards our existential aim 
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(theosis/participation) and which our social aim (cohesion or a cooperative/shared 
way of life)? 
Discerning the appropriate forms, the community asks: Where are we 
getting our activities? Are we already engaging, or going to engage, in practices 
from our traditions? What are these practices? If we are going to engage in these 
time-honored activities, what outward expression should our activities take? Do 
we have to preserve the past, or can we renew for the present? How will we 
perform practices like, worship, hospitality, justice work, philanthropy, charity, 
etc.? What will our internal activities look like? Part of our calling as a community 
is to be a community, what will we do to preserve the community? How do the 
outward expressions of our internal practices (those that affect the community 
itself) contribute to communal cohesion? How do the outward expressions of our 
external practices (those that affect the those outside the community) contribute to 
communal cohesion?  
The sheer number of questions speaks to an essential truth for which this 
project argues—namely, that discernment ought to be a communal endeavor. 
Communities can only answer these questions as communities. The caveat is the 
criteria of this communal discernment, which is always grounded on shared 
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experience of the community. Even if an activity has an effect on one of more 
members of the community, the community should not consider it a communal 
practice unless the community, as a whole, shares in the experience of the 
actualization of the telos through the skopós. At New Skete, it was the recognition 
of the experiences that all of the members of the community had through the 
activities related to the breeding and training program that they were considered 
essential practices to their way of life—in the sense that they were included in their 
Monastic Typicon. Even though some of the more mundane fundamental needs of 
a community—like financial stability—might be met by an activity, it ought not be 
considered a Christian practice until the community shares a common experience 
of the activity actualizing the telos of Christian life and practice as the community 
understands it.  
Where to Go from Here? Considering Areas of Future Exploration 
As noted at the opening of chapter 5, although New Skete provides one 
model by which contemporary Orthodox Christian communities can respond to 
questions around adaptation and innovation in practice, it is by no means the only 
one. Their approach to practices, both adaptive and innovative at times, happens 
in a way that reflects the totality of their way of life. It would run contrary to the 
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underlying argument of this project to suggest that Orthodox Christians (or any 
Christians) to simply replicate the model for communal discernment around the 
adaptation and innovation of Christian practices—even if done critically. While 
this project offers one path by which contemporary Orthodox Christian 
communities can reflect on, adapt, and innovate their shared communal activities 
that reflects both the ancient wisdom and dynamism of their traditions, it does not 
suggest a one size fits all perspective. 
The previous section offered an account of the nuanced model that this 
project seeks to communicate.  The section that follows will offer some modest 
suggestions for areas of further inquiry based on the state of the field and the 
content of this project. While not definitive, these pages should provide a starting 
point for further exploration into practical theology, an extension of the Christian 
practices approach to practical theology, the conversation between spirituality 
(particularly Orthodox spirituality) and practical theology, and, briefly, what 
contemporary scholars of Orthodox Christian can learn from this project.  
Orthodox Theology, Spirituality, and Mysticism 
 As noted throughout this project, contemporary Orthodoxy—at least in its 
popular forms—tends to prioritize monastic voices and writings as it considers 
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what constitutes its authentic expressions. This tendency has, at times, lead some 
communities and individuals to lean towards more traditionalist—or even 
fundamentalist—understandings of Orthodox Christianity—especially practices. 
This project suggests a renewed understanding of what it means to be traditional. 
It proposes that to be traditional is to be dynamic. Practices, expressions, and even 
doctrines have arisen out of the life of the Church over time. They are spontaneous 
and respond to the needs of communities and the Church at large.  
 This project chose to attend to one aspect of the conversation around what 
it means to be authentically traditional—namely, Christian practices. Through a 
conversation between contemporary practical theologians, Bass and Dykstra, and 
the ascetical traditions of the Christian East, something interesting emerged—a 
realization that perhaps imitating the activities and forms to which many 
contemporary Orthodox communities and persons hold so tightly, is not the final 
word on what it means to be traditional. This conversation puts forward an 
argument that to be traditional is to allow the present circumstances to give rise to 
activities and forms that allow for something—perhaps more significant—to 
happen in the lives of communities and their members. Perchance, if communities 
really explore the traditions from which they draw, it becomes clear that it is more 
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important to actualize the aim and purposes of Christian life as they understand 
them, than to preserve what amounts to the activities and forms of a particular 
subset of Christians, or that .  
 The conversations that take place within this project suggest that if 
contemporary Orthodox Christian look deeply at their constitutive traditions, 
particularly the aim and purposes of Christian life and practices—as those 
traditions understand them—then will begin to see what is essential and ought to 
be preserved, and what is adaptable to the present situation. All this means that 
Orthodox Christian communities are not bound to perform all activities, nor 
express them in forms that have arisen in the past. Without question they can, but 
the criteria for determining the appropriateness of an activity or form is not its 
performance in Christian history. Instead, by taking a teleological and 
“skopological” view of Christian life and practice means that the ultimate aim and 
more immediate purposes to which Christians have oriented take priority. 
Activities and forms that do not allow for Christian communities to actualize these 
aim and purposes must be critically evaluated. Communities must consider: Are 
they are performing them properly? Are they appropriate for their unique 
contexts? Can they perform them in a way that is more contextually appropriate? 
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Should they continue to perform them? At the same time, discern: Are there other 
activities, which they are performing already, that are actualizing the aims and 
purposes of their traditions? The nuance that this project adds to the ongoing 
conversation about Christian practices is that such activities need not have arisen 
from Christian history—at least not broadly.  
For some, this idea is too radical or progressive for those who wish to 
preserve the traditions that they have inherited. It flies in the face—so to speak—
of the central truth of what they believe about Orthodoxy—namely, it is 
unchanging. The Communities at New Skete, as indicated above, would argue that 
the purpose of the Church is not to preserve artifacts of a bygone era. It is a 
dynamic, living community, grounded in the past, but ever-oriented towards an 
ultimate aim that is only accessible in the present. The suggest—as this project 
echoes—that part of being authentic traditional is to “re-incarnate” the Church in 
each new present moment in ways that are natural to and reflect the realities of 
each unique and unrepeatable community and its members. Perhaps this is radical 
and progressive, but the brothers and sisters at New Skete would maintain that 
the Church has always been so. The Tradition is to incarnate the “Gospel of Love” 
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in every moment. Perhaps this project can serve as a call to reflect on the ways that 
the Church has done this. 
Further explorations in Patristic and historical theology—utilizing the 
critical lenses of telos, skopós, morphé, and practice—can read the writings of the 
Church Fathers and Mothers to see what they say about Christian activities. It 
would be worthwhile to discern why if and why they suggest that  Christians 
perform particular activities or forms. At the same time, it would also behoove 
those who engage in such scholarly reflection to consider the ways in which 
practices and forms came to be. They might ask of these authors: Have Christians 
always performed these activities or expressed them in particular forms? Have 
they arisen over time? Is it their emergence from history or their effectiveness that 
prompts their suggestions?  
Scholars of Orthodox theology, spirituality, and mysticism ought to explore 
contemporary expressions of the Eastern Orthodox faith in actual communities 
through case studies, ethnographies, and other methods. A dutiful investigation 
of such communities would provide them with concrete examples of the ways in 
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which they practice their Orthodox faith in their contemporary context.954 Such 
explorations will reveal the ways in which these communities are actually 
expressing their faith. It might reveal that adaptation and innovation are 
happening at a grassroots level, but the truth of this has not received widespread 
attention within the broader Orthodox Christian world.  
Practical Theology, a Christian Practices Approach, and Orthodox Christianity 
Practical theology, in the academy,  has not had widespread input by 
Orthodox Christian scholars. While there are some who contribute to specialties 
areas that generally fall under the larger field of practical theology: pastoral 
Theology/Psychology,  Liturgy/Worship, and Spirituality. 955 Scholars who engage 
                                               
954  Utilizing the same four lenses, they might be able to explore with these 
communities as they discern—from their own shared experiences—whether or not their 
inherited activities effectively actualize intended aim and purposes. At the same time, join 
with the communities as they consider any activities—perhaps ones that have not arisen 
out of this historical traditional—that the recognize—through shared experience—that 
actualize the traditional aim and purposes of Christian life and practice—as they 
understand them. 
 
955  Scholars who study and write on topics related to Pastoral Theology and 
Pastoral Psychology are quite prevalent—at least in relation to the other sub-disciplines 
of practical theology. The perspectives of these authors on the interplay between theology 
and psychology vary. Some are more open to the findings of psychology like Stephen 
Muse. See, Stephen Muse, Being Bread (Waymart, PA: St. Tikhon's Monastery Press, 
2015);  When Hearts Become Flame: An Eastern Orthodox Approach to the Dia-logos of Pastoral 
Counseling (Waymart, PA: St. Tikhon's Monastery Press, 2015). See also Stephen Muse, 
James Burg, and Halina Woroncow, eds., Pain, Suffering and Resilience: Orthodox Christian 
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in research within these sub-disciplines of practical theology will contribute to the  
academic discourse in the field—particularly within their particular guilds. 
Nevertheless, most do not write extensively about the broader conversations 
                                               
Perspectives: Selections from the Proceedings of 2016 and 2017 National Conferences of the 
Orthodox Christian Association of Medicine, Psychology and Religion (Alhambra, CA: 
Sebastian Press / Western American Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 2018). For 
a physician perspective see Vasileios Thermos, Psychology in the Service of the Church: 
Theology and Psychology in Cooperation, ed. Maksim Vasiljević (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian 
Press, Western American Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 2017); Thirst for Love 
and Truth: Encounters of Orthodox Theology and Psychological Science (Montréal: Alexander 
Press, 2010). For more on the conversation between psychology and Orthodox Christian 
theology see Steven-John M. Harris, God, Psychology, and Faith in Dialogue (Alhambra, CA: 
Sebastian Press / Western American Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 2018). While 
others take a more balanced approach, engaging with psychology, but giving priority 
Christian spirituality—see for example Alexis Trader, Ancient Christian Wisdom and Aaron 
Becks Cognitive Therapy: A Meeting of Minds (New York: Peter Lang, 2012); Jean-Claude 
Larchet, Thérapeutique Des Maladies Mentales: L'expérience De L'Orient Chrétien Des Premiers 
Siècles (Paris: Editions Du Cerf, 1992). Still others engage in pastoral theology in a manner 
that stands in opposition to the psychological sciences of the present in favor of a more 
spiritualized approach. See for example Hierotheos Vlachos, The Science of Spiritual 
Medicine: Orthodox Psychotherapy in Action (Levadia, GR: Birth of the Theotokos 
Monastery, 2010).  
 
For liturgy/ worship see for example, Paul Meyendorff, The Anointing of the Sick 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009); Vasileios Thermos, The Forgotten 
Mystery: The Ecclesial Consequences of Holy Chrismation, trans. Peter A. Chamberas 
(Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Press, Western American Diocese of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, 2016). 
 
Just a cursory survey of the publications of the major Orthodox presses will reveal 
that spirituality is likely the most popular subject for people interested in the Orthodox 
tradition. This project is predicated on the idea that most people who are engaging in 
intentional reflection on the Orthodox Church are doing so through texts that would fall 
under the category or spirituality—usually monastic or patristic spirituality. 
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related to the self-identity of practical theology as an academic discipline—
choosing rather to write specifically for their academic guilds or focusing their 
research on topic of significance to the Orthodox Church.  This project opens up 
the possibility of more intentional engagement with the ongoing disciplinary 
conversations within practical theology from an Orthodox Christian perspective.  
Some nuances to such Orthodox engagement are necessary as there are 
some scholars of Eastern Orthodox theology that engage in topics related the field 
of practical theology, but are not themselves practical theologians. An example of 
significance to this project is that some Orthodox Christian scholars engage in 
research into Christian practices in a manner comparable to Bass and Dykstra, but 
tend to represent theological disciplines other than practical theology. Hamalis 
and Papanikolaou, who were cited frequently in this project, are scholars of 
religious ethics and systematic theology respectively—though their research does 
touch on themes that resonate with practical theological inquiry.956 It would be 
                                               
956 Hamalis co-edited a volume on Orthodox Christian perspectives on war as well 
as numerous articles on Orthodox Christian Ethics. See, Perry T. Hamalis and Valerie A. 
Karras, eds., Orthodox Christian Perspectives on War (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2018). Papanikolaou has written on practices generally—see, Aristotle 
Papanikolaou, "Tradition as Reason and Practice: Amplifying Contemporary Orthodox 
Theology in Conversation with Alasdair MacIntyre," St. Vladimir's Theological 
Quarterly 59, no. 1 (2015): 91-104. More narrowly, he writes on practices such as truth-
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worthwhile to see scholars who are more explicitly interested to contribute to the 
ongoing practical theological conversations alive in the contemporary academy.  
Any attempt to engage in such scholarly inquiry would reflect character of 
Orthodox Christianity, which tends to have less rigid disciplinary boundaries—
particularly in seminaries.957 Orthodoxy offers what one might call a wholistic 
approach to theology that blends theory and practice, spirituality/mysticism and 
everyday life, and historical and contemporary practice. This tendency might 
prove valuable to the field of practical theology, which has recently explored the 
value of interdisciplinarity in practical theological research. Orthodoxy’s capacity 
to integrate practical theological concerns, dogmatic and historical theology, and 
spirituality/mysticism might offer some interesting avenues of study form 
practical theologians form other traditions.  
Ongoing Discussions around Individual and Communal Vocational Discernment 
                                               
telling—his take on the practice of confession—as well as political engagement as a 
(spiritual/religious) practice. See, Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical as 
Political:  Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2012).  
 
957 It is not uncommon for course across many of the traditional disciplines of 
theological education and pastoral training to assign the same texts to their students—
however, a more scientific study would be required to corroborate this and speak to how 
widespread such practices are.  
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 An interesting extension of the broader conversation, would be the 
possibility of employing the communal discernment  presented in this project as 
model for thinking about a wider array of topics—beyond Christian practices and 
Orthodox theology, spirituality, and mysticism. For example, over the past couple 
of decades there has been extensive research into the “theological exploration of 
vocation/calling.” The interested in the “theological exploration of 
vocation/calling” is due in part to generous financial support from the Lilly 
Endowment958 The significance of the topic is evidenced by the number of text 
produced on vocation/calling recently. 959  Discussions around vocation have 
                                               
958 The Valparaiso Project—the fruits of which were many of the sources for the 
discussion of a Christian practices approach to practical theology—is also a major 
recipient of such funds. 
 
959 These texts include anthologies of collected historical texts related to calling or 
vocation such as: William C. Placher, Callings: Twenty Centuries of Christian Wisdom on 
Vocation (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 2005); Mark R. Schwen and Dorothy C. 
Bass, eds., Leading Lives That Matter: What We Should Do and Who We Should Be (Grand 
Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 2006). Others include analyses on the topic of calling or 
vocation. See for example, John Neafsey, A Sacred Voice Is Calling: Personal Vocation and 
Social Conscience (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006); Edward P. Hahnenberg, Awakening 
Vocation: A Theology of Christian Call (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010). Others still 
explore the idea of vocation from one or more perspectives: from a multi-religious 
perspective (Kathleen A. Cahalan, ed., Calling in Today’s World: Voices from Eight Faith 
Perspectives (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016); from 
the perspective of different life stages (Kathleen A. Cahalan, ed., Calling All Years Good: 
Christian Vocation throughout Life’s Seasons (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2017).  
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included voices that also contribute to the ongoing conversations around Christian 
practices.960 Interestingly, in relationship to the present project, there has also been 
an interest in topics related to vocational exploration amongst some contemporary 
Orthodox Christians.961 
Recently, the Lilly Endowment sponsored a number of “innovation hubs” 
through its “Called to Lives of Meaning and Purpose” initiative, which is 
concerned, in part, with the intersection of congregational practices and 
vocation/calling. Although the present project differs in scope from initiatives like 
these—it focuses specifically on the discernment of the ways in which traditional 
practices might be adapted and innovative practices might be recognized and 
                                               
 
960 Dorothy Bass contributed to Mark R. Schwen and Dorothy C. Bass, eds., Leading 
Lives That Matter: What We Should Do and Who We Should Be (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 
Eerdmans Pub., 2006). See also Kathleen Cahalan two recently published works on the 
subject, Kathleen A. Cahalan, ed., Calling in Today’s World: Voices from Eight Faith 
Perspectives (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016); Calling 
All Years Good: Christian Vocation throughout Life’s Seasons (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2017). 
 
961 The office of Vocation & Ministry at Hellenic College—also funded by several 
grants offered through the Lilly Endowment—have spent the past 15 years engaging in 
the Orthodox Christian theological exploration of vocation (OCTEV). The office has 
produced its own texts on the subject. See, Ann Mitsakos Bezzerides, ed., Christ at Work: 
Orthodox Christian Perspectives on Vocation (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 
2006). 
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incorporated into a way of life—it is predicated on an idea that resonates with the 
ongoing conversations around vocation/calling—particularly in their 
communal/congregational implications. 
 The four lenses utilized throughout this project, particularly the telos and 
skopós, bear a striking resonance with the language of calling. It might be possible 
to draw out this connection if one considers the ways in which a community is 
called to some particular end (telos) and more certain purposes (skopós). If so, the 
discussions around practices and forms, are essential to understanding a 
community’s call/vocation. Additionally, the connections that the present project 
makes between Christian practices and (Orthodox) theology, spirituality, and 
mysticism, could invite those interested in the theological exploration of vocation 
to consider the ways in which these topics—particularly the latter concerns about 
spirituality and mysticism—can expand the conversation to new areas of inquiry. 
A Final Thought 
 While this project admittedly touches on a wide breadth of topics, even 
effort was made to focus one a central pastoral concern within contemporary 
Orthodox Christianity, namely the capacity to be at once traditional and adaptive 
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and innovative. This project, less a theory of practice or even a theory of change962, 
was more a theological argument for critical evaluation of the activities that 
constitute a communal way of life to see what is ultimately essential about them. 
This project proposed that activities and the forms that they take need not be 
essentialized. The conversations that took place within this project suggested that 
any effort to do so, actually stood in contrast to the dynamic nature of tradition. 
Thus, if a community wants to “be traditional” it behooves its members to consider 
the ways in which they can seek out  together what is essential to their community 
or tradition, and strive to see how they might actualize that in the midst of their 
shared life. In doing so, they are inclined to find that practices, though constitutive 
of a way of life are neither the ultimate aim (telos) or immediate purpose (skopós). 
They merely tools and are only as essential as they are effective in allowing 
communities and their members to orient towards the aim and purposes.  
  
 
  
                                               
962 See introduction. 
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